Managing the unmanageable: perceptions of structural barriers and external influences on the educational attainment of Pell Grant eligible community college students by Ocean, Mia
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2015
Managing the unmanageable:
perceptions of structural barriers
and external influences on the
educational attainment of Pell
Grant eligible community college
students
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/14056
Boston University
 	
		
 BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
 
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 
 
 
 
 
Dissertation 
 
 
 
 
MANAGING THE UNMANAGEABLE: 
 
PERCEPTIONS OF STRUCTURAL BARRIERS AND EXTERNAL  
 
INFLUENCES ON THE EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF PELL GRANT  
 
ELIGIBLE COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
MIA OCEAN 
 
A.A., Palm Beach State College, 1998 
B.A., University of West Florida, 2000  
M.S.W., University of Michigan, 2002 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the  
 
requirements for the degree of 
 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
2015 
 	
		
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 © 2015 by  
  MIA OCEAN 
  All rights reserved 
 	
		
Approved by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First Reader  ______________________________________________________ 
 Sara S. Bachman, Ph.D. 
 Associate Professor of Social Work 
 
 
Second Reader ______________________________________________________ 
 John Stone, Ph.D. 
 Professor of Sociology  
 
 
 
Third Reader  _______________________________________________________ 
 David Swartz, Ph.D. 
 Assistant Professor of Sociology  
 
 
 	
iv	
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 I thank the many community college students who generously shared their time, 
stories, and perceptions with me. I also thank the community colleges who opened their 
doors to me, as they do to so many students, in the hopes of making a positive change in 
our community.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	
v	
MANAGING THE UNMANAGEABLE: 
PERCEPTIONS OF STRUCTURAL BARRIERS AND EXTERNAL 
INFLUENCES ON THE EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF PELL GRANT 
ELIGIBLE COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS 
MIA OCEAN 
Boston University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, 2015 
Major Professor: Sara S. Bachman, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Social Work 
ABSTRACT 
Community college students often have more complex needs and access to fewer 
resources than their four-year university counterparts. While there is some research on 
community colleges, it tends to be narrowly focused on students’ initial degree 
aspirations, previous academic record, and demographic characteristics and less on the 
students’ experiences and perceptions. This dissertation identifies and illuminates the 
gaps between the existing research and the perceptions of community college students.   
This research draws on empowerment theory and the theory of democratization 
and diversion to comprehensively explore the complexities of community college 
students’ lives. In-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with two groups of current 
Pell Grant eligible community college students: 1) those who meet their institution’s 
criteria for satisfactory academic progress towards an Associates in Arts degree (n=31); 
and 2) those who do not meet the criteria (n=31). The purpose of these interviews was to 
uncover barriers and enablers contributing to students’ abilities to meet their educational 
goals. Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six phases of iterative thematic analysis were followed to 
 	
vi	
analyze the data and ATLAS.ti software was used to assist in the coding. The data were 
grouped so that the overlapping experiences of participants could be clearly noted 
without losing the unique perceptions and words of the participants.  
Four major themes were identified: sources of motivation; responsibilities to 
resources ratio and external barriers; informational capital and knowledge; and 
powerlessness. Motivation and access to sufficient resources in order to meet a student’s 
responsibilities were noted by participants as requirements to enable educational 
attainment. Additionally, the need for students to decode the rules of higher education in 
the institution and classroom were identified, and different levels of powerlessness were 
noted between groups. These findings have implications for theory including updating 
Brint & Karabel’s democratization and diversion theory and presenting an emerging 
theoretical construct. Recommendations for policy and practice are made. Further, areas 
of further exploration for community college students and employees are presented in 
order to continue to add these expert voices in to the larger community college 
conversation.   
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Chapter 1: Overview of the Dissertation 
Community colleges have come into the forefront of the nation’s consciousness 
with the current Obama administration. On October 5, 2010, the White House held a 
community college summit, highlighting the importance and role of community colleges 
in assisting individuals to obtain new job training skills, obtain employment and advance 
to higher levels of education. The Health Care and Education Reconciliation Act of 2010 
included $2 billion in funding over four years for community colleges (“Making college,” 
n.d.). More recently, President Obama has announced an initiative to partner with states 
to enable eligible students to attend a community college for free (The White House, 
Office of the Press Secretary, 2015). These funding initiatives may enhance the current 
services and opportunities offered to community college students and could alleviate 
some of the issues faced by community college students, including poverty, inadequate 
secondary educations, and competing demands on time available for higher education. 
While it is laudable that this funding is becoming more available, it needs to be used 
strategically to improve community colleges and address student needs. Unfortunately, 
the existing research base on “what works” in community college education supports is 
lacking and clear guidance in not readily available. Because it is imperative to understand 
these processes, this dissertation looks to add to the current knowledge base regarding 
which factors might improve outcomes for community college students. Relevant policy 
and practice implications are indicated. 
2	
	
 This chapter provides a brief overview of the dissertation including: the objective 
and purpose, theoretical frameworks, methods and modes of inquiry, data sources and 
materials, limitations of the study, significance of the study for practice and research, the 
link between social work and community colleges, and an introduction to subsequent 
chapters.  
Objective and Purpose 
Community colleges provide a critically needed educational advancement 
opportunity for students; they offer affordable, accessible higher education, particularly 
for students who are racial minorities, female, older, less prepared academically, or part-
time learners (American Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2012; Horn & 
Nevill, 2006; Provasnik & Planty, 2008). Community college students are less likely to 
have familial, cultural, or community supports to help promote their academic success 
(Carson, Butcher, & Mineka, 1998; Coll, 1995; Helfgot, 1995). This research examines 
the barriers and enablers that exist for a specific group of community college students 
who are particularly economically disadvantaged as they work to meet their educational 
goals, Pell Grant eligible community college students. Specifically, this dissertation 
systematically investigates factors that impact the educational attainment of students 
enrolled in community colleges as described by the students themselves.  
Theoretical Frameworks 
Two theories frame the research; the first, Brint & Karabel’s (1989) theory of 
democratization and diversion, relates to community colleges as educational institutions 
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and the second, Gutiérrez & Lewis’ (1999) empowerment theory, relates to community 
college students. Brint and Karabel’s (1989) theory of democratization and diversion has 
created a healthy debate about the potentially polarizing roles of the community college. 
Initially Brint & Karabel (1989) posited that community colleges could be viewed as 
providing additional educational opportunities for students who might otherwise be 
unable to attend college. At the time, this included women, racial minorities, and recent 
immigrants. However, they also suggested that community colleges may function to 
divert students, who could have attended a four-year college or university, from this 
ultimate goal. Since the theory’s initial development, researchers have examined the 
theory through large quantitative studies. They have found community colleges appear to 
serve democratic functions, increasing the total years of schooling for students, but also 
appear to engage in diverting properties, hindering the ultimate attainment of a bachelor’s 
degree (Anderson, 1984; Dougherty, 1992; Leigh & Gill, 2003; Long & Kurlaender, 
2009; Nunley & Breneman, 1988; Rouse, 1995, 1998; Velez, 1985).  
Empowerment theory serves as a second practical framework from which to view 
students’ circumstances and experiences on three levels: the personal (individuals acquire 
feelings of power instead of powerlessness), the interpersonal (individuals develop their 
ability to influence others and potentially the political process), and the political 
(individuals begin to view individual change and political change as equally important, 
focusing on a goal of changing the current power differentials between groups) (Gutiérrez 
& Lewis, 1999). The ultimate goal of empowerment is “social justice and to reduce social 
inequality” (Gutiérrez & Lewis, 1999, p. 4). This framework, applied to community 
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college students, suggests a development trajectory. Students can be empowered to 
overcome educational barriers through three courses of action: education (critical 
consciousness and engaging in power analysis), participation (both dialogue – action and 
interaction and praxis – reflection and action), and capacity building (strength 
identification and building). For the purposes of this research, this lens provided guidance 
for the analysis of data, as well as, the practical and policy recommendations based on the 
findings.  
Methods and Modes of Inquiry 
This research draws on the aforementioned theoretical frameworks to investigate 
two research questions, (1) What do current Pell Grant eligible community college 
students, who are meeting and are not meeting their institution’s criteria of satisfactory 
academic progress (SAP) towards an Associate in Arts (AA) degree, view as agents of 
diversion and democratization that impact their educational attainment? (2) What are 
the differences in perceptions between the two student groups, those meeting SAP and 
those not meeting SAP? To address these questions, I have conducted a non-experimental 
qualitative study. Semi-structured interviews were the data collection method of choice 
for this study because they enabled individuals’ narrative perspectives to become known 
in an explicit manner (Patton, 2002).  
In order to assess the feasibility of the methods, a pilot study was completed in 
2011 with previous community college students (n=13). An interview guide was created 
(Weiss, 1995), drawing on the theoretical frameworks and the existing literature. The 
focus of the interviews included: students’ retrospective perceptions of their educational 
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experiences and choices (McDonough, 1997); barriers and enablers from pre-community 
college to graduate study (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2003; Pak, Bensimon, Malcom, 
Marquez, & Park 2007; Wirth & Padilla, 2008); participant perceptions of high ranking 
universities; participant comparisons between universities and community colleges (Ellis, 
2013; and recommendations for how both universities and community colleges could 
promote community college student success. Participants also completed an educational 
timeline to help identify life events—both inside and outside the education arena-- that 
students believe may have impacted their learning (Borden, 2004; Kinser & Deitchman, 
2008; Tinto, 1975). Although a limited sample, the pilot study confirmed the feasibility 
of the dissertation methodology, suggesting it would result in valuable and rich data. 
Therefore, the same general protocol was employed to complete the dissertation 
including the creation of an interview guide; recruitment of participants; conduction of 
in-depth qualitative interviews; and completion of an iterative thematic analysis of the 
data, as described below. 
Data Sources and Materials 
Two groups of individuals were recruited for the dissertation sample:  
• Group 1 - current Pell Grant eligible community college students (n=31) who 
meet SAP and are pursuing an AA degree  
• Group 2 - current Pell Grant eligible community college students (n=31) who do 
not meet SAP and are pursuing an AA degree 
 
Students were recruited through referrals from community college staff at financial aid, 
student success centers, career centers, and faculty; additionally flyers were placed in the 
financial aid and advising offices enabling student self-refer.  
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Participants were drawn from the racially diverse community college student 
population in urban areas of Florida striving to be representative of the regions. Florida 
was chosen because of its statewide articulation agreement (Florida Department of 
Education, 2011).  Moreover, recruiting in urban areas in Florida, enabled a diverse 
group of participants to be drawn from two primarily racial minority community colleges, 
which are also designated as Hispanic serving institutions (Hispanic Association of 
Colleges & Universities, n.d.).  
The Federal Student Aid Office of the US Department of Education (n.d.) allows 
individual institutions to determine what constitutes successful progress towards a 
student’s program of study. Therefore, students were categorized as meeting SAP or not 
meeting SAP according to the institutional guidelines implemented by their community 
college. Generally, successful progress was characterized by a passing grade point 
average (GPA), a proportional ratio of courses attempted and completed, and students not 
exceeding 150% of their program credit requirements.  
Interview data gathered from these groups were analyzed using an iterative 
thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The six phases of iterative thematic analysis 
as laid out by Braun & Clarke (2006) was followed: “(1) familiarizing yourself with your 
data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) 
defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report” (p.87). A content analysis was 
utilized to group data into themes and emerging patterns were noted (Patton, 2002). 
Preliminary themes were identified by coding initial interviews and a codebook was 
constructed to code the remaining interviews (Saldaña, 2013). The data were then 
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categorized into themes (Patton, 2002).  
A holistic content approach was taken to coding; each interview was coded 
separately, remaining mindful of the context of the entire interview, which allowed for 
the information to be grasped as a whole (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998; 
Weiss, 1995). The data were grouped so that the overlapping experiences of the 
participants could be clearly noted without losing the unique perceptions and words of 
the participants. ATLAS.ti 6.2 software was utilized to assist in coding the data. 
As themes of enablers and hindrances were created, the interviews were read 
through in their entirety to identify data related to each theme. The interviews were 
carefully examined for codes related to agents of democratization, defined as anything 
assisting the student’s academic progress; the interviews were also analyzed for agents of 
diversion which are defined as anything hindering the student’s academic progress. 
Agents of democratization and diversion will be further explained in Chapter three. 
Limitations of the Study 
 This study is exploratory research; there is virtually no data on how community 
college students see themselves and their experiences. This qualitative research adds to 
the limited research on community college students, yet it is not without limitations.  The 
sample was relatively small, limited to community college students of one state, and 
drawn from two colleges. Enlisting the sample from Florida certainly limits the 
generalizability, yet recruiting in urban areas of Florida did enable a racially diverse 
group of students to be recruited. Even with these limitations, this research begins to fill 
the gap in the literature. Furthermore, this research has generated new information to 
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guide future studies, policy, and practice.   
Significance of the Study for Practice and Research  
This dissertation builds on the limited existing knowledge base and investigates 
the conditions that promote the successful academic achievement of low-income 
community college students. Typically when community college students are included in 
research, they are represented only by their initial degree aspirations, previous academic 
record and demographic characteristics. The complexities of the students experiences are 
not normally investigated. Frequently, these students are shown to achieve bachelor’s 
degrees at a lower rate than their four-year counterparts, but this quantitative research 
does not provide a complete picture of their experiences (Dougherty, 1992; Long & 
Kurlaender, 2009). Additionally, while many of the large databases from which current 
research is drawn, such as the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) (students 
are recent high school graduates and tracked for four years) and the Beginning 
Postsecondary Students (BPS) (students can begin college at any time but are only 
tracked for six years), provide an opportunity for large sample sizes, they do not include 
data about the unique pathways of community college students. Because of the limited 
lens with which community college students are often viewed, some students may appear 
to be ‘failures’ in the quantitative research but may appear as ‘second chance’ successes 
in qualitative research. This can include students who take longer time frames to 
complete credentials, students who take breaks during their educational program, and 
students who define success in terms of course completion or through personal or 
professional development, rather than degree completion (Borden, 2004; Kinser & 
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Deitchman 2008). It is also probable that there are additional factors at play in students’ 
lives that may impact their attainment of their educational goals. In one study, 
community college students’ lives were holistically explored to examine what unmet 
needs may hinder their academic progress and they found obligations outside of the 
college, including family and work, to impede students’ abilities to successfully complete 
courses (Engle & Tinto, 2008). Karp (2011) describes students’ perceptions of 
nonacademic support services and academic outcomes as “ripe for research” (p.22). 
Similarly, the focus in the higher education literature is commonly on what students need 
to do differently or what community colleges need to do differently. However, this study 
takes an expansive lens in order to allow students to speak for themselves, and to voice 
issues that serve as barriers to community college completion. Learning how students 
conceptualize their school experiences can assist in uncovering both areas in their lives 
and key moments in time in which interventions may be most effective to reduce attrition 
rates (Moore & McArthur, 2014). 
The goal of this dissertation is to enhance what is known about community 
college students, providing insight into the complexities of their lives as they attempt to 
navigate the system of higher education. The data revealed current community college 
practices that help and hinder students. This research informs policy and practice by 
uncovering unintentional obstacles that hinder community college students’ academic 
progress and promotes the reconsideration of enacted legislation and procedures in order 
to address the unmet needs of community college students and increase their success.  
10	
	
Social Work, Social Justice, and Community College Education  
Educational inequality and lack of access to educational opportunities are issues 
of social injustice and are, in general, an area of social work professional interest 
(Figueira-McDonough, 1993; Kwok & Tam, 2003). The social work profession, with its 
unique commitment to social policy analysis from a social justice lens, is in a position to 
evaluate the micro and macro effects of unequal education (Haynes & Michelson, 2000). 
Community college students are more likely to be members of historically, systematically 
disadvantaged groups such as racial minorities, women, or first generation college 
students; it is established that these groups are less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree than 
those beginning at a four-year institution of higher education (AACC, 2012; Dougherty, 
1992; Horn & Nevill, 2006). The lack of educational access and equity is one of the most 
serious ongoing structural inequalities (Jimenez, 2010) and, as Banerjee (2005) calls for 
“greater social work involvement in the world of poor people’s education and work…” 
(p. 53).  
This dissertation provides a platform for community college students’ voices to be 
heard and valued and contributes to the recognition that educational attainment, 
particularly as it affects oppressed and marginalized people, is an important social work 
issue related to the profession’s commitment to greater social justice.   
Introductions to Subsequent Chapters 
This dissertation will continue to explore the aforementioned topics within the 
context of the current research project. Chapter two includes a comprehensive review of 
the literature. It begins with a brief overview of the impact of educational attainment on 
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individual outcomes and then moves into the historical overview of community colleges 
as institutions, as well as a current perspective on contemporary community colleges as 
compared to four year institution. Community college students are also described and 
compared to their four year counterparts. The existing research on community college 
students is detailed including students’ pathways in relation to traditional and 
nontraditional models are considered according to contemporary conceptualizations. 
Finally, a review of the relevant social work literature are detailed, concluding with the 
theories that are employed in this dissertation.   
In chapter three, the methods and modes of inquiry are described. This chapter 
begins with the creation of the study materials and application to conduct the study via 
the pertinent Institutional Review Boards. Next, the recruitment process is described 
leading to conducting the interviews with the chosen groups of participants. Finally, the 
analysis of the data is explained.  
Chapter four outlines the results of the data analysis. This includes detailing the 
salient themes within each distinct group of participants and the themes across groups. 
Chapter five discusses the results in detail.  And finally, chapter six details the potential 
lessons learned from this study and its implications for theory, policy, and social work 
practice.  
While occasionally still controversial in research reports, the use of the first 
person remains the standard for reporting in qualitative research. Thus, it will be used 
throughout this dissertation (Lichtman, 2010; Saldaña, 2011).  
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Conclusion  
 This chapter has included a brief introduction to this dissertation. I have 
introduced the objective and purpose, theoretical frameworks, methods and modes of 
inquiry, data sources and materials, limitations of the study, and significance of the study 
for practice and research. The following chapter provides a review of the relevant 
literature.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review & Conceptual Frameworks 
In order to provide an adequate background and to place the current research 
within its proper context, this chapter covers the existing literature on community 
colleges generally, highlighting relevant works from the fields of sociology, education, 
and social work. The importance of educational credentials in US society is crucial to this 
topic and will be briefly covered first. Subsequently, because community colleges are 
open-door institutions without admission requirements beyond a high school diploma or 
its equivalent, serving millions of students in the US, their history and development will 
be covered next. The history of two-year colleges can help to illuminate their current 
placement within the US system of higher education and create an understanding of their 
current relationships to other institutions of higher learning. Additionally, this chapter 
includes pertinent literature on community college students, and an overview of the 
existing relevant research focusing on community colleges and their students is covered. 
Lastly, the relevance and implications for social work are discussed and the theoretical 
frameworks that guide this research are detailed.  
Socioeconomic Status and Educational Credentials 
The link between one’s socioeconomic status (SES) and educational attainment is 
an important consideration in any exploration of postsecondary education (Carnevale, 
Rose, & Cheah, 2011). Consistently, higher educational attainment is associated with 
lower unemployment rates and higher salaries (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). “At 
least some college education has become the minimal entry requirement to the middle 
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class” (Bailey & Smith Morest, 2006, p.1). Employees classified by educational 
attainment working full-time during 2011 earned the following median salaries: high 
school graduate $35,400; some college-$40,400; Associate degree-$44,800; Bachelor’s 
degree-$56,500 (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013). Carnevale, Rose, & Cheah (2011) examined 
lifetime earnings from the 2007-2009 American Community Survey and found that 
individuals of various educational attainment over the course of their lives earned the 
following: high school graduate-$1,304,000; some college-$1,547,000; Associate degree-
$1,727,000; Bachelor’s degree-$2,268,000. They concluded, “The data are clear: a 
college degree is key to economic opportunity, conferring substantially higher earnings 
on those with credentials than those without” (p. 1).  The American job market often 
requires those seeking employment to possess some level of college education or training 
(Carnevale, Strohl, & Smith, 2009). For many individuals, the community college 
provides the potential link to an educational credential.  
Community Colleges 
Community colleges are relatively new institutions, with most opening their doors 
in the twentieth-century (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Clark, 1960). While the periods of their 
growth are not agreed upon by all nor are they discrete categories, broadly for the 
purposes of this dissertation, community college development will be categorized into 
two periods of time: initial development (1875-1947) and development of the 
comprehensive community college (1948-present day).  
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Initial development. 
In the latter 1800’s there was a push by university presidents, most notably, 
William Rainey Harper of the University of Chicago, to remove the first two years of 
general education from the university and have another institution, the junior college, 
offer them (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Carnegie Commission on Higher Education, 1970; 
Cohen & Brawer, 2008). This was part of an overt effort to focus universities on upper 
level major specific coursework and research; it was hoped that the junior college would 
enable the brightest students to rise to the top and the university would open its arms and 
doors to these particular students (Carnegie Commission on Higher Education, 1970). 
Elite educators hoped that the two-year institution would serve as a final destination for 
some, rather than a stepping stone. Other notable supporters included Henry Tappan of 
the University of Michigan and William Folwell of the University of Minnesota (Cohen 
& Brawer, 2008). Many universities wanted to focus solely on research activities and 
upper level, major-specific coursework. Additionally, they also hoped that some would 
view the two-year institution as a final destination rather than stepping stone. Harper 
(1901) specifically created the Associate’s degree to encourage this terminal destination 
for some, “…many students continue work in the Junior and Senior years of college life 
whose best interests would have been served by withdrawal from college” (as cited in 
Diener, 1986, p. 50). He also believed that some of the less prestigious schools would be 
more effective, focusing solely on the first two years of study, downgrading to junior 
colleges. Harper did note the democratizing effect this could have, enabling more 
individuals to obtain a two-year degree, but also acknowledged it would serve the dual 
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purpose of also enabling senior institutions to elevate their standards of admission 
(Diener, 1986).  
University presidents were not the only advocates for the junior college. 
Dougherty (1994) describes advocates for the community college often, albeit 
unwittingly, drawing from a Functionalist perspective. It has been argued that junior 
colleges were implemented in response to more individuals graduating from secondary 
schools and the increased demand for skilled labor (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Business 
owners also had their reasons to encourage the growth of these institutions (Cohen & 
Brawer, 2008; Dougherty, 1994). Through the junior colleges, their prospective 
employees could be trained via government financing and be prepared to work without 
the need for formal apprenticeships (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Additionally, the literature 
suggests that community leaders and local officials saw the addition of community 
colleges as adding prestige to their areas and opening the doors of opportunity to their 
constituents. Finally, it has been noted that students and parents advocated for increased 
opportunities at the post-secondary level (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). All of these influences 
provided the momentum for expansion of higher education in the form of junior colleges.  
With the government’s assistance, the initial development of the community 
college occurred with the passage of the Morrill Act of 1862 (Paradise & Long, 1981). 
The Act enabled states to receive public land to establish colleges for training students in 
mechanical and agricultural skills. In 1901, Joliet Junior College opened its doors as the 
first junior college (AACC, 2010; Carnegie Commission on Higher Education, 1970; 
Floyd & Skolnik, 2005). As more junior colleges were added into the educational system, 
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a hierarchy among institutions of higher education emerged. Two-year institutions were 
placed into their own category, creating a new tier in the hierarchy (Cohen & Brawer, 
2008). Community colleges were not considered in the lower rungs of university and 
college rankings but in a completely separate category of different and generally agreed 
upon, lesser value (Brint & Karabel, 1989). Therefore, the advocacy for junior colleges 
by university presidents both assisted in their creation but “it also doomed community 
colleges to the status of alternative institutions” (Cohen & Brawer, 2008, p.8). Although 
initially, junior colleges focused solely on academics and transfer to “senior” institutions, 
there was a shift in the community college curriculum around the time of the Great 
Depression to more occupationally-oriented programs. Thus, community colleges were 
able to serve the need created by high unemployment rates by offering technical training 
for displaced workers (AACC, 2010; Brint & Karabel, 1989; Clark, 1960). Community 
colleges continued to serve this dual focus for the duration of their initial period of 
development.   
Development of the comprehensive community college.  
Over the course of 20 years in the mid-twentieth century, national legislation 
supported the development of more comprehensive community colleges.  This trend 
began to shift the focus of the two-year college with the passing of the Servicemen’s 
Readjustment Act (i.e., GI Bill) in 1944 and the end of World War II in 1945 (AACC, 
2010; Levinson, 2005; Mellow & Heelan, 2008). The returning soldiers now had 
educational benefits and needed institutions in which to use them. It did not take long for 
the president to create The Truman Commission, which authored the report, Higher 
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Education for American Democracy, in 1947. Comprehensive community colleges were 
instituted across the nation as an outcome of the report (Mellow & Heelan, 2008). These 
colleges were not merely to act as feeder institutions to universities but to meet the needs 
of the community and the people who live within it (Cain, 1999). Comprehensive 
community colleges more uniformly began to offer an ‘open door’ admissions policy 
where everyone was offered the opportunity to further their education (Carnegie 
Commission on Higher Education, 1970; Diener, 1986; Mellow & Heelan, 2008). 
Additionally, these institutions served individuals who did not fit the image of the 
traditional student including those who wished to attend part-time or were interested in 
comprehensive adult education programming (Clark, 1960). During the 1960s, 
community colleges realized their most rapid expansion, adding over 450 new institutions 
(AACC, 2010; Levinson, 2005). This was in part a response to the National Defense 
Education Act, passed in 1958, which provided low interest college loans enabling 
individuals with limited means to continue their education in a post-secondary institution. 
This boom in community college expansion was also in response to the Higher Education 
Reauthorization Act in 1965, part of President Johnson’s Great Society programs, which 
allowed for an expansion in continuing education and created financial aid for specific 
institutions, and students (Levinson, 2005). In general, students have identified financial 
aid programs, such as Pell Grants, loans, and scholarships as crucial to making higher 
education available, particularly since it sometimes enabled students to quit their jobs and 
focus on their studies (Davies & Dickmann, 1998). 
According to the AACC (2014), there are currently 1,132 community colleges in 
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existence; these institutions provide opportunities for students to pursue certificates, 
Associate degrees, and Bachelor’s degrees. The current Associate degree most commonly 
takes the form of an Associate in Arts (AA), Associate in Science (AS), or Associate in 
Applied Science (AAS). The function of the Associate degree can serve various purposes 
including entry into the workforce and transfer to four-year institutions (Cohen & 
Brawer, 2008). Community colleges have continued their growth as comprehensive 
institutions and have grown beyond the granting of the associate degrees. In 1997, Utah 
Valley Community College received approval from their legislature to confer 
baccalaureate degrees (Walker, 2005). Many other legislatures followed suit including 
Arkansas, Nevada, and Florida. To further this trend, in 1999, the Community College 
Baccalaureate Association (CCBA) was created (Floyd & Skolnik, 2005). The CCBA has 
advocated at the state and local levels for more community colleges to add bachelor’s 
programs to their offerings. Currently, of the 1,132 community colleges, bachelor’s 
degrees are offered by 31 public and 52 independent institutions (AACC, 2010). There 
are still two-year institutions whose primary focus is career training and some private 
junior colleges (176 not-for-profit and 963 for-profit) (National Center for Education 
Statistics [NCES], 2009), but the majority of community colleges remaining, regardless 
of their names, are public institutions following the comprehensive community college 
model with an open door admissions policy providing a spectrum of educational 
opportunities (Diener, 1986). Community colleges continue to, “offer a second chance for 
students who attended poor high schools, or who did poorly in high school” (Rosenbaum, 
Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006a, p.1).  
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Community colleges continue to serve the mission of being “all things to all 
people” (Lee, 2001, p.43), which can sometimes place community colleges between a 
“rock and a hard place” (Roueche & Roueche, 1993, p.1). While universities are 
compared to ivory towers, only enabling the select few to enter and exit with academic 
credentials, community colleges work to serve a “mission impossible,” assisting anyone 
with an interest in higher education to attempt to earn an educational credential, while 
simultaneously upholding academic standards (Roueche & Roueche, 1993, p.1). While 
community colleges are sometimes viewed as less than when compared to their 
university counterparts, research suggests that students who have successfully transferred 
from a community college to a four-year university found the community college 
experience enhanced their academic confidence (Hood, Hunt, & Haeffele, 2009) and 
often perceive community colleges to offer more “handholding” than universities (Davies 
& Dickmann, 1998, p.548).  
From the vantage point of funding, community colleges are deficient. Desrochers 
and Wellman (2011) computed the funding per student for the 2009 school year and 
discovered large gaps at the different types of postsecondary institutions. Education and 
related spending per student for the various types of institutions are as follows: Private 
research sector $35,596; Private bachelor’s sector $21,392; Public research sector 
$15,919; Public community college sector $10,242. One can infer that community 
colleges face a number of challenges due to the inadequate resources available to them 
compared to private institutions who enjoy, in some cases, three times the amount of 
funding. This is not a new trend. This inequity has been building over the past decade. 
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From 1999 to 2009, the private research sector experienced a budget increase of $14,000 
per student and the public research sector’s budget grew $4,000 per student; yet the 
community college budget only increased $1 per student (adjusted for inflation) (Century 
Foundation, 2013).  
Despite the lack of resources, community colleges attempt to go beyond what one 
might typically consider responsibilities of an academic institution. Purnell and Blank 
(2004) classify student services at the community college into five categories: academic 
guidance counseling, academic supports, personal guidance and counseling, career 
counseling, and supplemental services commonly in the form of assistance obtaining 
vouchers for child care, transportation, and books. In addition, when teaching f 
community college students, Roueche & Roueche (1993) call on professors to become 
“personally involved” with their students in the same fashion professors mentor graduate 
students (p. 259). Roueche & Roueche’s (1993) further note that excellent teachers 
possess skills such as active listening, rapport, and empathy. Community college 
educators, who may need to serve in the role of “counselor or human service provider” to 
their students in addition to professor, are required to possess a particularly strong skill 
set in order to meet the needs of their diverse student population (Marshood, 1995, p. 54) 
While certainly challenging to effectively implement, the call for these additional 
supports makes sense when considering the needs of a diverse student population.   
Community College Students  
Community college students, on the whole, are a unique and diverse population. 
Over 7 million students were enrolled in community colleges during the 2012-2013 
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school year, comprising 45% of all undergraduate students in the US (Knapp, Kelly-Reid, 
& Ginder, 2012). Community college students are more likely to be low-income, first 
generation, and racial minorities (AACC, 2012; National Center for Public Policy and 
Higher Education, 2011). The Pell Grant Program, which provides extensive support to 
community college students, was created to increase access for low-income students to 
higher education by providing need-based grant monies that do not need to be repaid 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014a). To determine eligibility for the Pell Grant, the 
US government calculates the expected family contribution and individuals who have 
“exceptional financial need” qualify for the Pell Grant (U.S. Department of Education, 
2014b, para. 2). During the 2011-2012 academic year, 39% of independent Pell Grant 
recipients and 33% of dependent Pell Grant recipients were enrolled in community 
colleges (College Board, 2012). Low-income students, defined as having family incomes 
less than $25,000 per year, are disproportionately served by community colleges.  While 
only 15% of high-income students go to community college initially, 44% of all low-
income students enroll in a community college directly out of high school (National 
Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2011).   
Given the financial challenges faced by many community college students, 
unsurprisingly, many work in addition to attending college; some 59% of full-time 
students are employed part-time, and 40% of  part-time students are employed full-time 
(AACC, 2012). First time and first generation in college students are also more likely to 
have jobs and family responsibilities; they are also more likely to take fewer courses at a 
time; to stop when their circumstances change (Engle & Tinto, 2008); and to have less 
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familial, cultural and community supports (Carson, et al., 1998; Coll, 1995; Helfgot, 
1995). Racially, community college students can be grouped as follows:  White 51%; 
Hispanic 19%; Black 14%; Asian/Pacific Islander 6%; Native American 1%; 2 or more 
races 2%; Other/Unknown 5%; nonresident alien 1% (Knapp, et. al., 2012). The average 
age is 28 years old, and 57% of community college students fall in the 22-39 age range 
(AACC, 2014). Community college students are more likely to be women (AACC, 2012) 
and more often in need of academic remediation during their first year (29% two-year; 
19% four-year students) (Provasnik & Planty, 2008). 
The traditional definition of a college student–, “one who is dependent, attends 
full-time until completing a bachelor’s degree, and works no more than part-time while 
enrolled—is no longer typical” (NCES, 2002, p.vii). Nontraditional students are 
categorized, in varying degrees, by the number of nontraditional characteristics they 
possess including: not enrolling in a postsecondary institution directly from high school; 
attending part-time for at least part of the academic year; maintaining full-time 
employment while attending; being classified as independent for financial aid purposes; 
having dependents other than a spouse; being a single parent; or not having a high school 
diploma. Students possessing at least one nontraditional characteristic are considered 
nontraditional but those with four or more are considered “highly nontraditional.” Two 
thirds of highly nontraditional students are enrolled in community colleges (NCES, 
2002). Additionally, “Two thirds of highly nontraditional students perceived their 
primary role to be that of an employee, suggesting that school did not have first claim on 
their time and energy” (NCES, 2002, p.	viii).  Even individuals who viewed themselves 
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primarily as students described employment as limiting their course scheduling decisions. 
Students possessing even just one of the nontraditional characteristics were more likely to 
stop attending in their first year and less likely to obtain a degree when compared to their 
traditional counterparts (NCES, 2002). 
Existing Relevant Research  
Today, we do not yet possess a comprehensive knowledge base about community 
colleges; the information that has been gathered tends to be critical of the role of 
community colleges. A number of relevant research and population issues that relate to 
community college education will be explored here including the myth of The Great 
Equalizer; community college students being overlooked in the empirical literature; the 
existing quantitative and qualitative research on community college students; the 
traditional and nontraditional models of student integration; perspectives of low income 
individuals; the potentially class-based definitions of success by which community 
colleges and their students are evaluated; cultural and informational capital; and 
credentialism.  
The myth of The Great Equalizer. 
In the US, our educational system is consistently referred to as The Great 
Equalizer (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Sacks, 2007).  There is a general popular view that 
the educational system possesses magical powers to undo the historically oppressive 
practices that have existed through US history, yet the majority of research discredits the 
concept of the US educational system as The Great Equalizer (Spencer, 2012). 
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Regardless of this evidence, the view of the educational system as providing 
opportunities for those who are willing to ‘work’ for it, enables meritocracy to remain a 
strongly entrenched American belief. McNamee & Miller (2004) attribute this to the 
‘evidence’ of some poor children succeeding while some rich children do not. Often, this 
weak evidence is used to assert that the American Dream continue to live and justify the 
belief that anyone can succeed if they work hard enough; overall the American public 
appears to continue to believe this to be true (Brint & Karabel, 1989). The College 
Board’s (2002) report, Best Practices in Admissions Decisions, specifically states as one 
of four philosophical perspectives, Student capacity to benefit, “Higher education is the 
great equalizer and must promote social and economic mobility” (p.1). Yet the 
educational system sometimes appears to reproduce the class system rather than 
ameliorate it, resulting in continued social welfare problems with ongoing negative 
impacts (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Brint & Karabel, 1989; Dougherty, 1994; Pincus, 
1974). For instance, students emerging from underfunded public schools cannot compete 
for slots in elite private schools. This is often the dismal reality for community college 
students who find it difficult to navigate the system, with many barriers hindering their 
progress from the bottom of the higher education system into its elite crevices (Advisory 
Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2008). More commonly, community college 
students are led to a funnel that enables some, but certainly not all, to continue onto a 
four-year school (Clark, 1960).  
Historically, education has been framed as a commonly accepted path for class 
mobility in America (Pandey & Zhan, 2002). The idea that upward mobility is available 
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through education to those who have the ability and are willing to work hard is taken as 
fact; the role of class, opportunity and the distribution of wealth often goes unexplored 
(Bullock & Limbert, 2003; Jimenez, 2010). The ideology that all children begin on equal 
footing in the educational system is widespread, supported by statistics paid for by the 
dominant class, but this is a myth (Mixon, 2007; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2007). Success 
stories are touted as evidence that mobility exists for the masses, when in reality clear 
evidence of racial, ethnic, gender and class disparities dispute this myth (Jimenez, 2010). 
Access to educational opportunities begins in pre-kindergarten and continues through 
post-secondary institutions. Individuals from low-income areas begin at a disadvantage, 
when poorer school systems fail to provide the early childhood education necessary for 
school success. This geographic underfunding of schools and of early childhood 
education enables inequality to cyclically occur (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2007). The idea 
that the educational system can level the playing field in a stratified society characterized 
by increasing income inequality, “is a heavy burden to place on public education, a 
burden that it has not been able to meet” (Jimenez, 2010, p. 61-62). Additionally, Giroux 
(2007) has argued that education, “should cultivate a healthy skepticism about power” (p. 
1). It is necessary to educate students as critical thinkers who can assess the inequities of 
power and empower students to conduct their own critiques and actions, yet there is little 
evidence that this occurs (Giroux, 2007; McLauren & Hammer, 1989).  
At the community college level, over the past few decades,  state policy has 
intervened in an effort  to streamline the process of community college degree attainment 
and transfer to four year college degree attainment, which would benefit more working 
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class and poor students  (Anderson, Sun, & Alfonso, 2006; Hungar & Lieberman, 2001; 
NCES, 2005; Wellman, 2002). Though some upward mobility occurs as a result of 
education, it is not as widespread as the myth would suggest and it may be decreasing as 
inequality grows. While schools may not have the ability to solve social problems, 
Spencer (2012) argues it is unlikely for those problems to be solved without them. 
Community colleges, with their ‘open door’ admissions policy and their nontraditional 
students, need to be more comprehensively investigated to understand the role they play 
in class mobility in US society.  
Community college students overlooked. 
Perhaps because community colleges as institutions are overlooked in research, it 
makes sense that community college students are also often overlooked in the scholarly 
literature (Sheffield, Darkes, Del Boca, & Goldman, 2005). This often leaves individuals 
to draw from other topic areas and sometimes even outside of the educational field in 
order to find relevant research (Bailey, Smith Jaggars, & Jenkins, 2011). Community 
college students have been described as “severely” and “grossly understudied” 
(Prokhorov, et al., 2008, p. 768-9). Townsend, Donaldson, & Wilson (2005) completed a 
content analysis of five higher-education academic journals published during 1990–2003 
and found that only 8% of all articles even mentioned community colleges. This could, in 
part, be attributed to the community college’s focus on practice rather than research in 
which administrators, faculty, and staff do not typically draw on the empirical literature 
or their own research to make decisions (Burns, 2010). Regardless, when community 
college students are included in research, typical areas of inquiry include the study of 
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initial degree aspirations, previous academic records, and demographics. Rarely are these 
students surveyed or interviewed to ask what they need and what they see as barriers and 
enablers to their success.  
The personal, familial, and professional spheres of community college students, 
as well as, their experiences with institutional processes are therefore under-investigated 
and poorly understood. Karp (2011) investigated four nonacademic support mechanisms 
and activities for community college students. She notes the corresponding depth of the 
literature for each of the items: (1) creating social relationships – interaction with 
classmates and professors (suggestive evidence only “though not terribly strong”)(p.7); 
(2) clarifying aspirations and enhancing commitment – help students develop clear goals 
(“promising, but weak, evidence”)(p.12); (3) developing college know-how – procedural 
and cultural demands of college (“little research in this area”)(p.16); (4) making college 
life more feasible – (“less empirical support for this mechanism than for the other three… 
research is…conducted on such activities infrequently, and much of it is not rigorous”) 
(p.19). If more research existed in these areas, perhaps it could assist in contextualizing 
the higher attrition rates of community college students that are found in the quantitative 
research.  
No studies to date have specifically sought to interview community college 
students who were or were not meeting their institution’s satisfactory academic progress 
criteria towards the AA degree, in order to examine external influences that affect their 
educational attainment. Previous studies have tended to focus primarily or solely on the 
collegiate experience, ignoring external factors which may serve as barriers to academic 
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success. In order to more clearly understand what is known about community college 
students, an overview of the existing quantitative and qualitative literature is provided.  
Quantitative research.  
Several studies suggest that community college students do not attain bachelor’s 
degrees at the same rate as their four-year counterparts (Dougherty, 1992; Long & 
Kurlaender, 2009). Five independent studies utilizing student data ranging from 1972-
2007 investigated the baccalaureate gap between students who begin at two-year and 
four-year institutions. Students of equivalent background, ability, high school record, and 
aspirations who began at a two-year college obtained between 11-19% fewer bachelor’s 
degrees when compared with similar students who began their studies at a four-year 
college or university (Anderson, 1984; Dougherty, 1992; Long & Kurlaender, 2009; 
Nunley & Breneman, 1988; Velez, 1985). This literature will be expanded upon in the 
Democratization and Diversion Theory, Prior Research section. The research evidence 
suggests that class mobility is more limited for those beginning at a community college as 
well. For example, Dowd, Cheslock, and Melguizo (2008) defined elite institutions as 
those ranked “most” or “highly” competitive in the Baron’s Profile of American Colleges 
in the 2003 or 2005 editions (n=179) and found the likelihood of low-income community 
college students to transfer into these highly selective institutions was one in 1,000.  
Qualitative research. 
A small number of qualitative studies have been conducted focusing on a broad 
range of topics including how international students chose a community college for study 
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(Bohman, 2009); the reasons for transferring to a public four-year institution prior AA 
degree attainment (Cejda & Kaylor, 2001); and the general transfer experience to four-
year institutions (Owens, 2007). Cox (2009) completed an ethnographic study, 
supplementing it with qualitative interviews, to investigate learning and grades. Some 
themes she discovered included: the perceived hindrance of employment while attending 
school even part-time; keen focus on using available time and resources efficiently; 
identifying what professors require in order to pass courses; and doing what needs to be 
done to move onto other levels of education and credentialing. Additional qualitative 
research with community college students has been completed on students’ perceptions 
of online learning (Morris, 2011); the freshman seminar experience (O’Gara, Karp, & 
Hughes, 2009; Rhodes & Carfino, 1999); and integration and information networks (Karp 
& Hughes, 2008).  Howley, Chavis, & Kestner (2013) interviewed both students and staff 
involved in a displaced workers program and found flexibility of the institution was key 
to success. Yet concerns have also been raised about being too flexible, having few 
admission deadlines, and allowing late registration, which some argue encourages 
students not to take their education seriously (O’Banion, 2012).  
Other qualitative studies have focused on interviewing African American males 
about faculty behavior that could enable the formation of positive relationships (Wood & 
Turner, 2011); interviewing Hispanic students about their cultural assimilation and 
success (Gutiérrez, 2003); and studying students with disabilities and those who work 
with them about factors which inhibit and enhance educational (both two-year and four-
year) outcomes (Garrison-Wade, 2012).  
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Research on student barriers & enablers. 
Within the qualitative research, some works have looked specifically at barriers 
and enablers for community college students. Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum (2003) 
interviewed students working towards an Applied Associates degree (a vocational, not 
academic degree) at community colleges and private occupational schools, both for-profit 
and not-for-profit. They discovered barriers such as: “(1) bureaucratic hurdles, (2) 
confusing choices, (3) the burden of student-initiated assistance, (4) limited counselor 
availability, (5) poor advice from staff, (6) delayed detection of costly mistakes, and (7) 
poor handling of conflicting demands” (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2003, p.120). 
Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person (2006b) also identified potential lessons to be learned 
from occupational schools, including: not assuming students are able to make effective 
plans independently, that they are well informed, or motivated. In addition, they 
recommend that community colleges should not assume students have professional social 
or job search skills. They found some of these typical college assumptions and related 
practices hindered students’ progress.  
Wirth & Padilla (2008) used focus groups composed of community college 
students, who were under 24 years old, in south Texas, to examine barriers. They 
identified six categorizations of barriers including: personal, financial, coursework, 
learning, institutional, and student support barriers (With & Padilla, 2008). Ellis (2013) 
interviewed students who successfully transferred from a community college to a state 
university about their transfer experiences and their perceptions of the two types of 
institutions. Her findings suggest that students believed the community college 
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successfully prepared them for university study but that services, such as tutoring and 
extracurricular activities were offered at times that did not take into consideration the 
needs of non-traditional students.  Long & Riley (2007) categorized barriers for low-
income and minority students into three main themes: cost, academic preparation, and 
complexity of the admission and financial aid processes. The primary focus of these 
studies is typically on the educational institution and access to it. However, it is clear that 
these students have many roles, student being just one of many. 
Until recently, the literature on community college students transferring to elite 
universities was non-existent. In 2006, the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation (JKCF) (2008) 
began to provide grants to “highly-selective four-year institutions” to create community 
college transfer initiatives (para. 2).  Currently, the Lumina Foundation for Education, the 
Nellie Mae Education Foundation, and JKCF are partnering to investigate the success of 
these initiatives. JKCF also funded research that led to the, “Threading the Needle of the 
American Dream” report. Within the third section of this report, “The Life Histories of 
Ten Individuals Who Crossed the Border between Community Colleges and Selective 
Four-Year Colleges,” Pak et al. (2007) interviewed ten Hispanic, previous community 
college students who successfully transferred to selective four-year colleges to complete 
their Bachelor’s degrees. At the time of the interviews, some of the students were 
pursuing graduate studies. However, they were not necessarily high ranking graduate 
programs, unlike their undergraduate institutions. Some key findings about their 
educational journeys were the haphazard nature (i.e. accidental transfer student and 
random events leading to helpful transfer agents);  general familial encouragement of 
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school but typically without a “model” to follow (p.14);  typically entering the 
community college without a concrete or clear plan; and the need to pay for their 
schooling while assisting their families financially. Most of the students were described 
as “late bloomers” (p.21) and one student described a turning point when she “came into 
consciousness” about the hardships that exist for the working class while employed at a 
minimum wage paying job (p.20). Her awakening led her to enroll in the local 
community college.  
It is evident that community colleges assist students in various ways, such as 
preparing them to move into the upper echelons of higher education. However, there is 
also no denying that barriers exist and inhibit community college students from attaining 
their educational goals. There are a number of models that can help to illustrate and 
conceptualize these students’ experiences.  
Traditional and nontraditional models of student integration.   
The most commonly employed model of student integration is the work of Tinto 
(1975), which relies heavily on socialization as the determining factor of retention or 
attrition (Bean & Metzer, 1985; Summers, 2003). While there is some evidence to 
support this model with community college students (Napoli & Wortman, 1998), rather 
than relying on conceptual four-year university models and applying them to community 
colleges, new frameworks need to be developed reflective of the unique institutions and 
students they serve (Bailey, Leinbach, & Jenkins, 2005). When examining attrition, Bean 
& Metzner (1985) noted the traditional student is more likely to be affected by social 
integration variables, as opposed to the nontraditional student who is more likely to be 
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affected by external variables. Their focus was on the nontraditional student, generally, 
who attended either the two-year or four-year college. They defined a nontraditional 
student as meeting at least one of the following criteria: attends classes part-time; 
commutes to campus; is older than 24 years old; attends with the goal of course 
completion; and is not particularly influenced or interested in the social aspect at the 
institution. Some of the key areas from Bean & Metzner’s (1985) conceptual model of 
nontraditional student attrition include:  
• Background variables: age, enrollment status, educational goals, high school 
performance, ethnicity, & gender 
• Academic variables: academic advising, majority, course availability 
• Environmental variables: finances, hours of employment, outside encouragement, 
family responsibilities 
• Psychological outcomes: satisfaction, goal commitment, stress 
While Bean & Metzner’s (1985) nontraditional student model includes many factors for 
investigation, they did not find nontraditional students’ attrition to be linked to social 
integration. This is a unique perspective versus traditional four-year students whose 
retention has consistently been linked to social integration (Pascarella & Chapman, 1983; 
Terenzini & Pascarella, 1980; Tinto, 1997).  While Karp, Hughes, & O’Gara (2008) 
found social and academic integration to be factors in the persistence of community 
college students, social integration alone has not consistently been associated with 
retention in commuter four-year students or community college students generally 
(Pascarella & Chapman, 1983). Bean & Metzner (1985) believe the environmental 
variables carry the most weight in the potential attrition process. They explain that a lack 
of childcare could cause a student to drop out despite good academic advising and a high 
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GPA, but that poor advising could be overcome with family support.  
Competing demands. 
Verifying the nontraditional student integration model, the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation funded a study that found nationwide, students are dropping out of higher 
education degree programs, not due to a lack of motivation or interest, but because they 
are working full-time to support themselves; in some cases, they are also supporting their 
family, and it is not feasible to juggle all of the competing demands (Johnson & 
Rochkind, n.d.). This is not an isolated finding. Other researchers have found external 
demands including work conflicts and pressures (Bers & Smith, 1991; Fralick, 1993) and 
family responsibilities (Pak, et al., 2007; Sydow & Sandel, 1998) that negatively impact 
academic achievement.  
Nontraditional female students attending universities, in an effort to move from a 
paraprofessional role to that of teacher, found it challenging to meet the many familial 
responsibilities while simultaneously successfully completing their undergraduate 
studies. Some of these responsibilities were known ahead of time to the students, for 
instance, caring for their biological children or parents with Alzheimer’s disease, but 
there were also unexpected responsibilities, as in the case of needing to care for the 
children of other family members when the parents were deported or left without notice. 
Homelessness, including couch surfing with one’s child, was also identified as an issue 
(Abbate-Vaughn & Paugh, 2009). Low-income students also reported issues with 
obtaining adequate childcare and transportation as negatively impacting their educations 
(Purnell & Blank, 2004). In response to these findings, the GreenLight Fund partnered 
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with select community colleges piloting Single Stop locations for their community 
college initiative. The Single Stop locations are on the community college campuses and 
enable low-income community college students to determine their eligibility for 
government assistance beyond the Pell Grant, including access to childcare, food 
assistance, and housing (Single Stop, 2014). Goldrick-Rab & Kendall (2014) advocate 
not only for the first two years of college to be free at public institutions but they also 
recognize the need for access to additional “social services” for those living below the 
poverty line and their minor dependents including housing, health care, food, case 
management, and transportation (p.21).   
Often the blame for lack of degree completion is placed on community colleges as 
institutions, but clearly, there is more to these complex issues. Previously, students who 
were receiving welfare assistance in the form of Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF) were able to be simultaneously enrolled in college. Their educational outcomes 
were compared to the achievement of general population students. TANF students earned 
higher grades, more frequently made the Dean’s List, and enrolled at rates similar to their 
counterparts in the general student population. These findings led the researcher to 
conclude that, with the proper support TANF recipients could become successful college 
students (Fenster, 2003-2004). The finding that a group of individuals, who would not 
typically be considered ‘college material’ were able to succeed with the proper supports 
in place, is a noteworthy discovery.  Still, some of the research is conflicting when it 
comes to which students are retained and why. For example, some studies have found 
greater persistence for students receiving financial aid and taking courses online while 
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others have found the opposite to be true (Fike & Fike, 2008).  
As the cost of higher education continues to rise, students are increasingly 
working more, the time to degree completion is increasing, and students are leaving 
institutions of higher education in greater and greater amounts of debt (McNamee & 
Miller, 2004).  If there were more resources in place to assist students, it is possible that 
this would enable students to successfully complete their degrees. Dougherty (2002) 
acknowledges, “Personal factors certainly play an important role in unnecessary dropout 
at community colleges because they do attract many students who…have lives beset by 
crisis” (p. 317). There is a potential significant value in developing adequate support 
services which could assist community college students in meeting their educational 
goals (Conway, 2009). As noted, Karp (2011) describes students’ perceptions of 
nonacademic support services and academic outcomes as “ripe for research” (p.22). The 
current higher education conversation concerning student success could shift completely 
if student experiences, perceptions, and definitions of success are taken into account.  
Perspectives of low-income individuals.  
 The Pell Grant offers tuition assistance for low-income individuals to pursue 
higher education but it primarily only addresses the access issue associated with higher 
education. External costs rather than tuition are often barriers for students. These can 
include: housing, transportation, textbooks and supplies, food, health care, and for some 
child care (Zumeta & Frankle, 2007). An ecological systems perspective is essential in 
order to understand the many factors that contribute or hinder academic success 
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Students receiving the Pell Grant at a mid-size Midwestern 
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public university were less likely to continue to a second semester, second year, or 
graduate within six years compared to their non-Pell Grant counterparts at the same 
check points. “Faculty and staff need to be aware of the struggles students from low-
income families may face…” (Wessel, Bell, McPherson, Costello, & Jones, 2007, p. 
196). When community colleges and their staff make adjustments in order to 
accommodate for events often considered ‘external’ to one’s education, like family 
responsibilities, students are more likely to complete their classes (Howley, et al., 2013).  
Commonly, the voices of low-income individuals in America are overlooked 
(Orleck, 2011). The homeless is one such group who are often overlooked with the 
‘experts’ dominating the conversation. For example, historically, individuals who are 
homeless have not been consulted frequently for their perceptions (Kerr, 2003). More 
often, social service providers and academics are relied on to inform policy and practice, 
with only a minority of researchers advocating for the homeless perspective to be 
captured through qualitative research in order to create a more accurate depiction of the 
problems and potential solutions (Glasser & Bridgman, 1999; Hoffman & Coffey, 2008; 
Kerr, 2003). Some believe it would be more beneficial “to provide space for homeless 
individuals to define their own lives and offer potential solutions to their living 
conditions,” rather than continue to employ a top-down approach (Hoffman & Coffey, 
2008, p.211). It could be helpful to study the “cultural assumptions of our public 
policymakers and politicians” since these beliefs can have such a significant impact on 
services and resources available to some of “society’s most vulnerable members” 
(Glasser & Bridgman, 1999, p. 115). Qualitative research has the potential to rectify this 
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incongruence since it takes an “emic perspective, focusing on learning and understanding 
the perspectives of local residents and experts” (Schensul, 2012, para. 4). Consulting low-
income and racial minorities to inform policies and practices has been employed in a 
number of arenas successfully in order to reduce disparities, including the field of public 
health (McAllister, Wilson, Green, & Baldwin, 2005). Moreover, qualitative research can 
address imbalances in power commonly found in quantitative research through the 
incorporation of active participation by the interviewees (McKie, 2002). Wessel, et al 
(2007) advocate for a qualitative study of Pell Grant recipients to “strengthen and add 
voice to the quantitative data” and they also note the, “voices of students of lower income 
families are important to hear” (p.197).   
Class-based definitions of success. 
Within schools, success is often defined through a White, male, middle class, and 
individualistic lens (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). This can pose a real challenge for 
community colleges that allow anyone with a high school diploma or equivalency, 
regardless of actual skill level, to enter their classroom doors. Mellow & Heelan (2008) 
see the potential for community colleges to be considered “…the single point of effective 
education for thousands of poorly educated poor kids” (p.10). Cohen & Brawer (2008) 
describe community colleges as, “the main point of access to, exit from, and reentry into 
higher education – the lungs of the system” (p. 438). They recognize that they provide 
equal access but not equal outcomes for their students and mobility for individuals but 
not social groups. Polinsky (2002-2003) notes that the most commonly employed 
evaluation of “only graduation or retention rates to ‘prove’ an institution’s success…can 
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be misleading” (p.361). However, it is equally important to note that it would be 
extremely challenging to account for all of the possible student goals in the evaluation 
literature (Summers, 2003). Dougherty (2002) echoes that the typical four-year university 
evaluations are not well matched for the community college. He advocates for each of the 
major missions of the community college (i.e. college transfer, vocational training, etc.) 
to be systematically evaluated to provide a more accurate picture of success or failure for 
the institutions. Others have advocated to include “intermediate outcomes” (i.e. 
completion of remedial education, year-to-year retention) in addition to ultimate 
outcomes (i.e. graduation rates) in the evaluation process (Moore & Shulock, 2009). Yet, 
the professional middle class ideals continue to dominate our views of education and our 
culture generally, to the point where it is challenging to shift one’s perception so that it is 
not tainted by the professional middle class ideology (Ehrenreich, 1989). 
Students have many reasons for stopping or breaking their attendance at 
community colleges, and they do not always mirror their university counterparts. Two 
types of attrition have been noted to exist, positive attrition – students leave without 
obtaining a degree but completing their personal goals, and negative attrition – students 
leave without meeting their personal goal or obtaining a degree (Polinsky, 2002-2003). 
However, these definitions of attrition are rarely employed in the evaluation research of 
community colleges. Kinser & Deitchman (2008) explain the college path from the 
perspective of the adult learner: 
Many students in college today are adult learners who have held tightly to the 
view of themselves as college students, as individuals who will accomplish their 
academic goals. For these adult learners, stopping out and pausing from college 
are not seen as failures. They eventually return and are successful in college. 
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Returning to college, moreover, is not a single, simple act. Rather, it is for many 
students a process involving decisions that can extend over many years and across 
several institutions. (p. 76) 
 
Similar to the need for new models for nontraditional students, the typical 
evaluations of success may also be deficient in their current methods. Typically students’ 
pathways are limited to two points in time, a start and stop point, within a fixed time 
period (Tinto, 1975). Yet students who stop attending in the beginning of their college 
career could look very different from someone who stops near graduation (Tinto, 1982). 
Additionally, timelines and milestone completion for students may provide a more 
accurate picture of students’ paths and if they are meeting their educational goals 
(Calcagno, Crosta, Bailey, & Jenkins, 2007). Full-time study with “linear matriculation” 
is not the norm any longer (Borden, 2004; Crosta, 2013). For many adult learners 
stopping out is not viewed as a failure and returning to college is not a single act (Kinser 
& Deitchman 2008). Not all students are able to attend consistently or even in a 
consistent pattern with many students switching back and forth from full-time to part-
time (Crosta, 2013). It is important to acknowledge that these students may have more 
than one “start” and “stop” point. It is recommended that these “swirl” paths be 
documented to serve as evidence of this phenomena and to highlight what we are missing 
by the current limited methods of evaluation (Borden, 2004, p.15).  Chen & DesJardins 
(2010) noted similarly the existing research on financial aid is typically cross-sectional 
focusing on one moment in time, which does not allow a comprehensive exploration and 
ignores the fluid nature of finances over the duration of one’s education. Therefore, 
research methods focused on what has been considered the traditional path will not 
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typically yield comprehensive or accurate results. The methods must allow for 
incorporating a number of paths. Additionally, community college students have been 
found to laterally transfer quite frequently which could distort evaluations of community 
colleges and their students when based on a singular college or district (Bahr, 2009). It 
would be considered unethical to apply a model developed solely on middle class, white 
males to poor, women of color, yet to date, the lens to evaluate community colleges has 
fairly consistently been one laden with dominant, university values.  
Community colleges focus on more than serving solely as ‘feeder institutions’ to 
senior colleges and universities yet they are primarily judged by this function alone. In 
the Fall of 2009, 38.5 % of community college students were enrolled in noncredit 
courses (AACC, 2012). These non-degree seeking, continuing education students are 
often excluded from research on the success of community colleges even though they 
comprise a sizable minority. Higginbottom & Romano (2006) argue the community 
college’s role in providing “general (civic) education” is similarly important to the 
transfer role and could be used as a measure of the community college’s success (p. 23). 
Community colleges also provide the intensive remedial classes and foundation skills that 
cannot be found at other institutions, and they assist in creating a sense of community 
enabling partnerships between diverse groups and individuals locally (Phillippe & Patton, 
2000). A holistic picture of the comprehensive community college led Cain (1999) to an 
interesting metaphor, “…the community college has become the Wal-Mart of American 
education. Conveniently located, with lots of parking, offering something for everyone, 
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maintaining good quality at low prices, with hours that allow for flexible shopping…” 
(p.2). 
This is both the community college’s greatest advertisement and downfall. Can 
one institution be all things to all people or does it become diluted in its purpose? 
Regardless of community colleges’ missions to serve their communities, the pressure to 
measure success often falls back into one mirroring that of university success. However, 
community college students are a heterogeneous group and may have their own reasons 
and goals for attending college as they often take different pathways to meet their 
educational goals compared to their four-year counterparts. One study actually found that 
students who took a break in their attendance at one community college had higher GPAs 
than students who were retained (Polinsky, 2002-2003). This challenges the often held 
concept that the academic work is too challenging for student who ‘drop out.’ These 
interesting cases need to be more closely examined to see if some part of this 
conversation is being overlooked. Additionally, Kinser & Deitchman (2008) termed 
returning, adult students and students, who did not begin attending college until at least 
three years after high school completion, “tenacious persisters” (p. 76). Their experiences 
and perceptions differ from the more traditional persister and are equally worth 
investigating. However, the focus of research in this area should not be limited to the 
individual rather it needs to also include the larger system and its rules in the 
investigation.  
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Cultural and informational capital.  
Pierre Bourdieu is most often noted as the primary theorist associated with 
cultural capital (Arum, Beattie, & Ford, 2011; Sadovnik, 2011).  However, some scholars 
note that Bourdieu was at times inconsistent and cryptic in defining cultural capital, and 
consequently other experts are turned to for additional guidance in understanding and 
applying the concept (Dumais & Ward, 2009; Winkle-Wagner, 2010). Swartz (1997) 
explains that cultural capital can include, “…a wide variety of resources including such 
things as verbal facility, general cultural awareness, aesthetic preferences, information 
about the school system, and educational credentials” (p.75). Swartz (2013) further 
clarifies the definition of cultural capital:  
Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital does not reduce to knowledge and skills 
directly related to productivity but represents a capacity to make individuals more 
effective actors within a particular social milieu. Thus, proper types of schooling, 
reading certain books, acquiring stylized manners, speaking in a certain way, can 
all function as cultural capital to enhance valued participated in selected social 
settings. (p. 53).  
 
Additionally, Lareau & Weininger (2005) define the conditions in which cultural capital 
exists:  
…it allows culture to be used as a resource that provides access to scarce rewards, 
is subject to monopolization, and under certain conditions, may be transmitted 
from one generation to the next. (p.125) 
 
In essence, cultural capital is not a material possession, but a source of “symbolic 
power” consisting of the “arbitrary” knowledge, skills, manners, and know-how that 
permits individuals to navigate social networks with effectiveness in particular social 
settings (Swartz, 2013b, p.85–86). Cultural capital can take three forms: embodied (one’s 
appreciation for cultural works), objectified (one’s possessions that denote or require 
45	
	
specific cultural knowledge to use), and institutionalized (the educationally linked 
credentialing system) (Bourdieu, 1986; Swartz, 1997). It is acquired through the process 
of socialization. An example relevant to this research is when a student ‘inherits’ the 
understanding of how to navigate the college admissions process from her parents who 
are college graduates. In this way, cultural capital is not only possessed by the individual 
but it can also be viewed as a collective property. Over time, the social advantages and 
disadvantages turn into educational advantages or disadvantages with an intensifying 
effect (Bourdieu, 1974).  
Thus, these social class hierarchies are translated into the educational system and 
subsequently aid in their reproduction (Bourdieu, 1977). The “social gift” of cultural 
capital is treated as a “natural one” reinforcing the ideology that the best and brightest in 
a society will find success (Bourdieu, 1974, p. 32). When in fact, the imbedded standards 
by which a society’s members are judged are reflective of the dominant class’ values and 
place the dominant class at an advantage (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Yet, the persistent 
belief in the link between education and meritocracy legitimizes the societal stratification 
and enables its continuation (Bourdieu, 1989). This occurs as general perceptions of the 
ability to speak appropriately or understand an argument take on the form of natural, 
innate, and individual qualities rather than as power resources that are unevenly 
distributed collectively 
Within the US system of higher education, it is possible to view the many, 
required forms of cultural capital. In addition to displaying the appropriate skills in the 
classroom, for instance the ability to write academically, students also need to possess the 
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skills to navigate the educational system. Lareau & Weininger (2005) argue for a broad 
definition of cultural capital to include this type of navigational and interactional 
knowledge and believe their viewpoint corresponds with Bourdieu’s original works. They 
further assert that the dominant definition of cultural capital has an overemphasis on the 
‘highbrow’ culture inappropriately narrowing the term’s use. Perhaps in response to this 
inaccurate narrowing of his concept, Bourdieu in his later work noted knowledge and 
skills enabling one to navigate bureaucracies could be more accurately termed 
informational capital, clearly removing the emphasis on high-culture (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu, Wacquant, & Farage, 1994; Swartz, 1997). The terms 
informational and cultural capital are not typically employed in the community college 
literature; although some scholars acknowledge the student’s need to understand how to 
“do college” without the informational or cultural capital label or power component 
(McClenney & Arnsparger, 2012, p. 19). Obtaining this informational capital could prove 
especially challenging for community college students who are often first generation 
students, without parents who possess the knowledge required in order to successfully 
navigate and negotiate the extensive and interlinking bureaucracies that comprise higher 
education. In this way, cultural capital can be viewed as a cultural power resource 
enabling students to accomplish tasks in order to successfully progress in the community 
college.  
When investigating cultural capital, it is imperative to maintain a “double vision” 
of both the institutional standards and the individual actions to comply or not comply 
with the formal and informal institutional standards; the dominant framework of cultural 
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capital more commonly accepts the standards as valid and then takes the position of 
seeking out ways for students to obtain the required capital (Lareau & Weininger, 2005, 
p.124). However, this critical lens has the potential to shift the focus off the student and 
onto the institution. It could be argued that the institutions create arbitrary standards and 
inadequately communicate their requirements to the student population it proclaims to 
serve. Since these standards are dynamic and have the potential to shift over time and 
even to be undermined (Lareau & Weininger, 2005; Swartz, 1997), they could be 
modified in response to new findings through continued research in this area. 
Additionally, critically analyzing “cultural privilege” removes the legitimizing 
ideology that is currently in place (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 71). Academic 
credentials provide solidified proof that one is the possessor of cultural and social capital 
(Bourdieu, 1983/2007). While the educational system fulfills “its technical function of 
producing qualifications” overtly, beneath the surface the educational system is fulfilling 
“its social function of legitimating class differences” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 164, 
emphasis in original). Previously the bourgeoisie could openly transfer their estates from 
one generation to the next. Now individuals must earn their academic credentials to 
prove their superiority. From this vantage point, the school system participates in the 
covert transfer from one generation to the next (Bourdieu & Passerson, 1977). 
Educational success appears to be earned by focusing exclusively on how individuals 
meet institutional requirements whereas the concepts of cultural capital and information 
capital point up how that individual earning obtains through social advantages.   
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Credentialism.  
Credentialism enables synthetic barriers to separate those who are worthy of 
professional employment and those who are not (Ehrenreich, 1989). The idea of 
“credentialism” was solidified through the work of the neo-Weberian camp. “Education 
has become highly important in occupational attainment in modern America, and thus 
occupies a central place in the analysis of stratification and of social mobility” (Collins, 
1971, p. 1002). Educational requirements legitimate and provide a rationalization for 
stratification (Collins, 1971, Murphy, 1988). The “abstract credentials” (i.e. degrees) 
have become a form of “general currency” (Collins, 1979, p. 93). Rather than fulfilling 
the ideology of equal opportunity, the true purpose of schooling is the “‘aristocratization’ 
and stratification of society, not of ‘leveling’ and ‘democratization’” (Sorokin, 2011, p. 
9). This process creates “artificial barriers” to allow some in and keep others out 
(Sorokin, 2011, p. 27). Most recently, Guinier (2015) has argued that the meritocracy has 
been replaced by a “testocracy” (p.15). She further asserts that national standardized 
admissions exams are inherent with a class bias that is easily evidenced by the 
stratification of student scores by the SES of the student’s family. Higher education, 
specifically, holds a monopoly on credentials with a “college degree as the passport of 
recognition” and if students cannot enter its institutions, this places them at a serious 
long-term disadvantage (Bell, 1977, p. 608).  
While community colleges do not require admissions credentials beyond a high 
school diploma or its equivalent, their students have lower rates of degree attainment, 
which provides a further barrier to social mobility. Additionally, in a society that rewards 
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credentials, particularly high status ones, institutions that do not offer them are limited in 
their capacity to offer opportunities of mobility. While there are a growing number of 
community colleges who offer bachelor degrees that number is still fairly limited as 
noted.  Moreover, the growing number of bachelor degree granting community colleges 
comes at a time of devaluation of the bachelor degree forcing many individuals to seek 
graduate level credentials beyond the community college. Finally, some community 
college students may define their personal success through course completion, but a 
credential-oriented society defines success not by course but by degree, again decreasing 
students’ chances for class mobility.  
It is important to see where some of the problematic areas are in order to move 
forward in an informed manner. The many issues surrounding community colleges have 
been briefly outlined including: the myth of The Great Equalizer; community college 
students being notably overlooked in the literature; the existing quantitative research and 
qualitative research on community college students; the traditional and nontraditional 
models of student integration; perspectives of low-income individuals, class-based 
definitions of success; cultural and informational capital; and credentialism. Social work, 
as a profession and practice, could play a valuable role in addressing and offsetting the 
many challenges community colleges and their students face.   
Relevance and Implications for Social Work  
Since social work’s inception, it has consistently claimed the value and mission of 
social justice. The clearly established link between educational attainment and financial 
stability implies that the inequitable system of higher education is an issue for social 
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workers to be concerned about. However, social work has also been deemed an agent of 
social oppression. Internal and external forces, as well as theory, have influenced social 
work’s practice over the years. If social work is to make a contribution within the higher 
education arena, we must define practical steps and points of intervention. In order to 
fully investigate social work’s potential contribution to educational access and 
attainment, the chapter is divided into the following sections: social work and social 
justice historically, theoretically, and practically; dualism within social work practice; 
and the similarities between and interdependent opportunities for social work and 
community colleges.   
Social work and social justice historically.  
Social work’s roots are recognized as firmly grounded in social justice, varying in 
definition (Carniol, 1979; Haynes & Mickelson, 2000; Karger & Hernandez, 2004; 
McGrath Morris, 2002; McMahon & Allen-Meares, 1992; Mizrahi & Davis, 2008; 
Reeser & Leighninger, 1990; Specht, 1990; Swenson, 1998). Social work is often 
identified as the professional group that advocates on behalf of those who do not have a 
voice and are oppressed (Carniol, 1979; Chatterjee & D’Aprix, 2002; Figueira-
McDonough, 1993; Saleebey, 1990). Finn & Jacobson (2008) feel so strongly about the 
social justice component in social work, they acknowledge their bias, “…that social work 
should have a middle name – social ‘justice’ work” (p. 14).  
Jane Addams has been recognized as a pioneer of social justice in social work 
(Herrick & Stuart, 2005) and is arguably the most famous social worker from the early 
1900’s (Specht, 1990).  Addams (1910), most well known for her work at Hull House, 
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described this work as, “…an attempt to relieve, at the same time, the overaccumulation 
at one end of society and the destitution at the other…”  (p. 126). She worked toward, 
“…solidarity of the human race…that without the advance and improvement of the 
whole, no man can hope for any lasting improvement in his own moral or material 
individual condition…” (Addams, 1910, p. 127). Flashing forward to present day, there 
are a number of references to social justice by social work professional organizations. 
Social justice is defined in the Social Work Dictionary: 
Social justice – An ideal condition in which all members of a society have the 
same basic rights, protection, opportunities, obligations, and social benefits. 
Implicit in this concept is the notion that historical inequalities should be 
acknowledged and remedied through specific measures. A key social work value, 
social justice entails advocacy to confront discrimination, oppression, and 
institutional inequities (Barker, 2003, p. 404-5) 
 
The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) (2008) lists social justice as one of 
its core values and ethical principles, and the Council for Social Work Education 
(CSWE) (2008a) acknowledges the necessity for these values to be imbedded in the 
social work curriculum in order to fulfill the profession’s “… quest for social and 
economic justice” (p. 2). The International Federation of Social Workers and 
International Association of Schools of Social Work (2004) further highlights the 
inextricable nature of social justice in social work, “Principles of human rights and social 
justice are fundamental to social work” (p.1).  Because of the professional alignment with 
social justice as a core value in practice and education, it has been argued that, 
“…professional social workers are ethically obligated to attend to the systemic causes of 
social problems…” (Funge, 2011, p.73). Thus the link between social work and social 
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justice is well established throughout social work’s history, but agreeing on a social 
justice model is significantly more challenging.  
Social work and social justice theoretically. 
The most common theory of justice cited in social work literature is Rawlsian 
justice (Banerjee, 2005; McGrath Morris, 2002; Mizrahi & Davis, 2008; Wakefield, 
1988). One might incorrectly assume that the theory enables social workers to address the 
totality of social problems (Banerjee, 2005; McGrath Morris, 2002). Even those who 
acknowledge other theories and definitions of social justice note Rawls’ as “particularly 
influential” in the field of social work (Herrick & Stuart, 2005, p.341). Yet, Wakefield is 
the only social worker to expand Rawls’ theory of justice (Banerjee, 2005). Rawls’ 
theory of justice includes two main, now revised, principles:  
(a) Each person has the same indefensible claim to a fully adequate scheme of 
equal basic liberties, which scheme is compatible with the same scheme of 
liberties for all; and  
(b)Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions; first, they are to 
be attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of 
opportunity; and second, they are to be to the greatest benefit of the least-
advantaged members of society (the difference principle)” (Rawls, 2001, p. 42-
43) 
 
The second principle is most commonly noted in social work writings. The first part 
addresses the need to assure equal opportunity when individuals possess equal abilities. 
This can be modified in the second part, but only if the talents of others are not reduced 
or hindered by providing more resources to the less advantaged (Rawls, 1971). Pertinent 
to the focus of this dissertation, is the fact that Rawls, in his distribution of material 
goods, described that there should be a minimum standard of living for all but it should 
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be less than the standard a working individual would achieve to retain the incentive to 
work (Rawls, 2001).  
Rawls’ theory of justice has not been above critiques (Wakefield, 1988). Because 
of Rawls focus on equality of opportunity and lack of focus on equality of outcomes, 
others have argued his work is not comprehensive enough to apply to the field of social 
work (Bonnycastle, 2011). As Banerjee (2005) points out, the second principle does not 
guarantee equal access but “fair” access because of the variability in talents and abilities 
of individuals; therefore, this is helpful for talented poor children but not for those whose 
talents are devalued. While Rawls acknowledges the lack of resources allocated to the 
schooling of low SES individuals and advocates for increasing these resources, he does 
not continue his advocacy beyond this into post-secondary schooling or vocational 
training. Focusing narrowly on distribution to define social justice fails to address the 
societal and cultural processes that lead to the inequitable distribution and negates the 
complexity of non-material goods, representing them as fixed allocations rather than 
processes. The distributive paradigm does not address the concerns of ethnic and racial 
minorities who are often represented in a negatively stereotyped manner in mainstream 
media (Young, 1990). It is important to pay attention to the ‘deciders,’ those with the 
power to make these types of determinations. While Rawls’ theory is a major social 
justice theory that social work often employs in the literature, many agree that it has 
limited value in defining and conceptualization social work’s efforts at just practice. His 
work can only take us so far and many in the field agree that we need to think beyond his 
work (Banerjee, 2005; McGrath Morris, 2002). Potentially this inconsistency provides 
54	
	
further evidence of the confusing and sometimes contradictory manner in which social 
workers believe our core value of social justice should be implemented.  
Social work and social justice practically.  
Some advocates of social justice believe that social workers are not meeting this 
ethical requirement, claiming that this core value is more commonly espoused on paper 
than in social work practice (Chu, Tsui, & Yan, 2009; Gibelman, 2000; Reeser & 
Leighninger, 1990). Part of this could be attributed to the challenges with defining and 
implementing a social justice practice in reality rather than solely discussing it from an 
academic standpoint (Reisch, 2002; Scanlan & Longres, 2001; Takahashi, 2008). It can 
be challenging to operationalize the term in a practical manner leading some to describe it 
as a “conceptual muddle” (Scanlan & Longres, 2001, p.444). However, the literature does 
provide some guidance. According to Takahashi (2008) social justice can take several 
forms: “(1) an ideal, (2) a value or perspective, (3) a principle or standard, (4) an 
atmosphere or overarching climate/environment, (5) a goal or objective, (6) a process or 
procedure, (7) a product or policy, and (8) an end result” (p.181). When conducting a 
content analysis of social work syllabi in order to evaluate how social justice is discussed 
within the social work curriculum, social justice was placed into four categorizations as 
a(n): professional value, process, outcome, and population (Hong & Hodge, 2009). Four 
themes emerge from the social work literature: respect for people; emphasis on rights and 
entitlements; just distribution in social benefits, rights, power, status and opportunities; 
and common good (Reisch & Isaacs, 2000).  
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However, the definition of social justice may not be the most important issue for 
the profession. It has also been argued that historically, social work has been more 
heavily focused on establishing itself as a profession and that this has often conflicted 
with its social justice goals and instincts (Haynes & Mickelson, 2000; Karger & 
Hernandez, 2004). While the heyday of social work activism may have passed (Karger & 
Hernandez, 2004), many social workers still call for more to focus on social justice (Finn 
& Jacobson, 2008; Reisch, 2011). Social workers must work as advocates in the policy 
arena to work towards a redistribution of power and resources rather than continuing the 
existing system that rewards those in power (Abramovitz, 2001; Chu, Tsui, & Yan, 
2009). To date, this has not successfully occurred on a large scale since the bulk of social 
work is practice at the clinical level.  
Some have argued social work lost its core identity over the decades. It no longer 
advocates for changes in social conditions and has chosen a psychologically-based 
practice (Frumkin & O’Connor, 1985). Because of social work’s origins in charity and 
welfare, it has been vulnerable to external forces. Often social work clients were not 
paying for the services they received. Therefore, social work has been dependent for 
support, funding, and approval, which has limited the autonomy of the profession 
(Wencour & Reisch, 1989). Additionally, as a female dominated profession, social 
workers have often had to take on the voice of the dominant culture, to gain recognition 
as a profession (Weick, 2000).  
Others would argue from social work’s inception, it has fit into the dominant 
culture and is historically racist (Iglehart & Becerra, 2000). Iglehart & Becerra (2000) 
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argue that the profession needs to admit this in order to move on honestly. Charity 
Organization Societies and Settlements both pushed for the Americanization of 
immigrants and ignored African American communities as a whole. Settlements pushed 
for child labor laws for white children only. Even in present day social work, its theories 
and knowledge base are drawn from white men and Eurocentric hegemony (Schiele, 
1997). However, this is commonly the case when looking at social issues throughout 
history. Social policies and actions, including the development of professions, do not 
occur in a vacuum outside of the dominant culture. Therefore, social work must be 
viewed as a profession within society or the dominant ideology, for both the past and 
present. 
Still, many hold that social work has fought against the dominant ideology for 
their place in American society. Because social work’s value on the perspective of 
interdependence between individuals and institutions, it has directly contradicted 
American ideology which places the emphasis on the power of the individual. This has 
often appeared to leave social work with two options: fit into the prevailing paradigm or 
stay true to its core values (Weick, 1987). Fumkin & O’Connor (1985) note the pressure 
to abandon the systemic focus over the years has been encouraged by five dominant 
beliefs in society. First is the differential capacity which is the commonly accepted belief 
in Social Darwinism. People accept inequality and believe in survival of the fittest. The 
second belief is in the residual approach. The public believes the government needs to fix 
problems that have already arisen in a society and that will not naturally correct 
themselves. The third belief is in individual deficiencies. This belief espouses that 
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problems are the result of individual failings instead of institutionalized racism or 
systemic flaws. There is also an overriding belief in the power of science, which is the 
fourth belief. Science is looked to in US society to resolve problems. It also legitimizes 
certain change options and negates others. Last is the idea of institutional soundness or 
the basic soundness of the American political system. Regardless of these dominant 
ideologies, social work must overcome them because the battle between individual 
change and social reform does not serve the profession or oppressed groups. Social work 
needs a both/and posture (Witkin, 1998). 
However, not everyone views social work as an agent of change assisting the 
poor, even on a micro level, out of their current circumstances. Piven & Cloward (1971) 
have argued that the government assistance programs, often carried out by social 
workers, are a way to regulate the poor rather than helping the poor attain any real change 
in their circumstances. This assists in preventing any civil disorder. During unstable 
times, government relief is provided to maintain social order, which indirectly can assist 
those who are unemployed or in need of basic resources such as food. However, when the 
system is stable, government assistance is focused on linking individuals to low-wage 
work opposed to monetary government relief. Piven & Cloward (1971) view this as a 
way to control the majority and to continue the currently enacted system. Social work’s 
primary focus on micro practice appears to support Piven and Cloward. The profession 
tends to participate in this continuation of the system rather than confronting it.  
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Dualism in social work. 
Throughout social work’s history, there has been a dichotomy in the field between 
the micro and macro practices. The profession continues to struggle to reconcile what are 
often viewed as dueling foci (Lecomte, 1990; McGrath Morris, 2002; Wakefield, 1988). 
The macro practitioners argue that micro practice alone, since its focus is on the 
individual, is not sufficient to fundamentally alter the current societal structure and the 
distribution of and access to power, wealth, and resources (Carniol, 1979; Figueira-
McDonough, 1993). While a caseworker may work every angle to increase the income of 
the client in front of him, he could affect many more lives by advocating for policy 
changes to the federal tax code (Granruth, 2009). This can also be seen through the 
hypothetical example of a social worker assisting a student who is receiving government 
assistance and attending a community college. While the social worker guides the student 
to navigate the system, the system remains unchanged, ready to provide the same barriers 
to the next student.  Oppressed groups confront the challenges of living without enough 
money, food, resources, and respect. No amount of empathy on the part of the social 
worker will change these harsh realities. If social work employs a solely individualistic 
approach, “It gives lip service to fighting conditions of poverty, institutional practices 
that perpetuate racism, and other conditions external to the individual” (McMahon & 
Allen-Meares, 1992, p. 537). However, ignoring the individual’s presenting needs seems 
equally inhumane.  
With social work’s primary focus on micro practice, it has been argued that social 
workers appear to believe the dominant ideology that individuals are more powerful than 
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environmental and structural factors at play (Gilroy, 1990). The collective is not often a 
focus in the U.S., “We have these perceptions of social treatments because, as Americans, 
our belief in the individual’s capacity for change is strong, and our faith in the power of 
the group and community is weak, evidence to the contrary notwithstanding” (Specht, 
1990, p. 356). Lipset (1997) described the ideology of the U.S. “in five words: liberty, 
egalitarianism, individualism, populism, and laissez-faire” (p. 31). For the purposes of 
this dissertation, the tenets of individualism is the most relevant. Within individualism, 
success is the responsibility of the individual, not the collective or the circumstances 
external to the individual. The continued denial of structural and systemic forces on 
individual outcomes has also been described as “a cultural lag” (Reynolds, 1951, p.20). 
This belief often seems immutable in American society. Unfortunately, social work is not 
immune to this dominant, national ideology.  
Regardless of the reasons for the larger focus on the micro focus, this leaves the 
macro practice neglected (Figueira-McDonough, 1993). Even though the NASW (2008) 
calls for legislative and policy advocacy, social workers are not implementing this critical 
skill of examining the effects of new policies from a justice perspective (Granruth, 2009). 
Political action in social work is viewed as atypical work (Haynes & Mickelson, 2000) 
and again some may find it unclear how to translate political action in their practices 
when there is pressure to remain focused on individual cases (Healy, 2008). Specht & 
Courtney (1994) in their notorious work, Unfaithful Angels, go so far as to write, “We 
believe that social work has abandoned its mission to help the poor and oppressed and to 
build communality” (p. 4). The absence from policy practice hurts the identity of the 
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profession and the clients whom social workers claim to serve (Figueira-McDonough, 
1993; van Soest, 1994). Social workers are thus primarily connected to the state and its 
regulating bodies that provide aid, often in a degrading manner with the threat of benefits 
being taken away always looming (Piven & Cloward, 1971). Broadening social workers 
practice and focus to the macro level could alleviate this criticism of the profession and 
enable social workers espoused beliefs to more closely match their practice. However, to 
date, the heavy focus on micro practice has left macro practice for other professions 
(Karger & Hernandez, 2004).  
Both the micro and macro practices could potentially be addressed effectively 
(Mullaly, 1997). One of social work’s distinguishing features is its dual focus (Haynes, 
1998; Lecomte, 1990).  Social work has long recognized individuals in the context of 
their environments, “…the individual is both the creator of the social world and is created 
by the social world” (Mullaly, 1997, p. 108). They are inextricably intertwined 
(Ehrenreich, 1985). Social work needs to realign perspectives in order to truly focus on 
the person and environment (Gibelman, 2000). Intervention on both levels is possible 
(Wakefield, 1988). Further, both are equally important. There are needs on both the 
individual and institutional levels (Yellow Bird & Chenault, 1999). Both need to be 
addressed effectively for clients. Clients’ problems are not presented in individual silos. 
Individuals who face poverty and unemployment may simultaneously be facing 
challenges on a personal level in their marriage. These individuals need someone to assist 
them in short-term, individual change, in addition to, larger public policy shifts (Wharf, 
1990).  Structural social workers focus their attention on both the personal and political, 
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advocating for changes in both (Carniol, 1992). Revisiting social work’s roots in the 
settlements can assist in reminding us of the community practice element of social work.  
Social work and community colleges. 
Since economic welfare is so strongly rooted in educational attainment, “…equal 
access to effective education is inherently a social justice issue” (Mizrahi & Davis, 2008, 
p. 110). By buying into the necessity of college for everyone and creating a connection 
between education and well paying, stable employment, our society assists in 
perpetuating inequitable outcomes unnecessarily (Rosenbaum, 2004). Consistently, 
college graduates are significantly more likely to hold jobs that provide benefits than are 
non-college graduates (Butler, Deprez, & Smith, 2004). The social work literature 
suggests that a college degree has an association with the economic well-being of women 
with children (Pandey & Zhan, 2007), single parents of either gender (Zhan & Pandey, 
2004), and retired women (Pandey & Zhan, 2002). Having the opportunity to pursue a 
post-secondary education while receiving government assistance can enhance the lives of 
recipients by increasing their self-esteem, allowing them to serve as a college role model 
for their children, and increasing their motivation to contribute to society (Butler, et al., 
2004). Therefore, access to higher educational opportunities and the end result of that 
access become of paramount importance when examining power and oppression in a 
society.  
The American community college institution builds upon and reflects the 
traditions of the settlement house movement. For instance, Hull House catered to recently 
immigrated, non-native English speakers and attempted to assist them in learning the 
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dominant language and assimilating into US society. Hull House built relationships with 
the nearby university and social clubs to provide additional educational opportunities, 
including university extension schools (Addams, 1930). The modern day community 
college encompasses these goals of serving recent immigrants, teaching English as an 
additional language, and bringing higher education to the masses (Cohen & Brawer, 
2008). English courses for non-native speakers span the spectrum from those who are 
looking to transfer their credentials from other countries to those who simply want to 
communicate with their neighbors (Mellow & Heelan, 2008).  Mellow & Heelan (2008) 
draw the comparison directly: 
Community colleges are the contemporary equivalent of the settlement houses in 
New York City’s Lower East Side – they are the places where students learn not 
only language but also culture…Immigrants can be found throughout the country, 
and rural as well as urban community colleges are providing educational services. 
(p.241).   
 
 There are other commonalities between community colleges and social work that 
have left them open to criticisms. Both community colleges and the field of social work 
explicitly state their goal is one of democratization and empowerment (Cohen & Brawer, 
2008; NASW, 2008), yet both have been accused of being an active participant in the 
reproduction of the current, defunct system (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Piven & Cloward, 
1971). They both have more claims than evidence that they are doing a social good. 
Social work and community colleges are told by outsiders that they do not have a clear 
definition of who they are and what they do, and their populations and services are not 
always clear cut (Cain, 1999; Flexner, 1915/2001). However, they both serve primarily 
the oppressed, low SES individuals, and racial minorities. Working with these 
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populations has left both social work and community colleges dependent on external 
sources for much of their funding. Being dependent on an external source for monetary 
resources and approval has left both of these areas without a great deal of autonomy. 
And, because their clients and students typically cannot pay for services, community 
colleges and social work are more commonly reporting to their governmental agencies 
rather than their constituents (Pusser & Levin, 2009; Wencour & Reisch, 1989).  
Regardless, both community colleges and the field of social work offer services to 
these all too often underserved and under-resourced populations, to empower them to 
reach the next level of attainment and independence. While, both social work and 
community colleges do not always enable successful outcomes with these populations, 
they see the promise in individuals regardless of past or current circumstances. One could 
argue community colleges and social work have been completing similar work for the 
last century.  
If community colleges are not fully enabling higher education attainment and 
class mobility for disempowered groups, this is a social justice issue. The professional 
and educational standards social workers espouse specifically note the educational arena 
an area worthy of attention, “Each person, regardless of position in society, has basic 
human rights, such as…education…Social workers advocate for…social and economic 
justice, and engage in practices that advance social and economic justice” (CSWE, 
2008a, p. 5).  
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Community colleges as a practice location. 
 Community colleges can provide both micro and macro practice opportunities for 
social workers. Within higher education, on the micro level, almost 1,000 social workers 
currently work with students in the classroom, as an auxilary support to students, and in 
collabroation with other community agencies (NASW, 2011). Social workers could also 
develop a new service model specifically for the community college. The model might 
incorporate educational coaching, consciousness raising, resource assistance, and 
bureaurcracy navigation, depending on the needs voiced by students via this research. For 
students unfamiliar with how to navigate the system of higher education, social workers 
could work as case workers and translators assisting students in making progress towards 
their educational goals. Additionally, they could assist students through a case worker 
role, linking students in order to meet their basic needs. Further, macro level work could 
include advocacy, research, and policy recommendations. Social workers need to 
confront the systemic barriers that work against low SES individuals and inhibit their 
access to higher education and vocational training (Butler & Deprez, 2002; Finn & 
Jacobson, 2008). Social workers must work as advocates in the policy arena to work 
towards a redistribution of power and resources rather than continuing the existing 
system that rewards those in power (Abramovitz, 2001; Chu, Tsui, & Yan, 2009). The 
current absence from policy practice hurts the identity of the profession and the clients 
whom social workers claim to serve (Figueira-McDonough, 1993; van Soest, 1994). 
A collision between the macro and micro spheres can be viewed in the example of 
students receiving government assistance. These individuals are finding new barriers 
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limiting their opportunities. The “work-first” emphasis in the 1996 Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) has severely 
limited individuals’ options to pursue higher education (Butler, et al., 2004; Pandey & 
Zhan, 2007). This Act is shortsighted in its goals. While it may reduce the number 
receiving benefits and their initial time on welfare, it is not an actual route to long-term 
self-sufficiency (Gruber, 1998). Exact numbers of individuals enrolled in college that 
were affected by this change are difficult to determine because the federal government 
did not track data specific to this before or after Welfare Reform. However, in 1995, prior 
to PRWORA, about 136,000 were registered in post-secondary education as their main 
activity opposed to work-related activities. Post-welfare reform, when pursuing an 
education was no longer an approved work activity, data suggest only 54,000 recipients 
were enrolled (Jacobs & Winslow, 2003). Goldick-Rab & Shaw (2005) have argued this 
is “particularly hostile to Blacks and Latinos, and to non-native Latinos with limited 
English proficiency” (p. 304). If social workers are able to assist the poor and 
disadvantaged groups obtain a proper education, they can assist their clients in a long-
term solution to poverty. As noted, education is linked to higher wages, health insurance, 
and a better sense of well-being (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012; Butler, et al., 2004; 
Pandey & Zhan, 2002; 2007; Zhan & Pandey, 2004). Therefore, social workers need to 
advocate for the individuals currently pursuing their education, those who did under 
previous guidelines, and those who could if the policies were modified. This can be done 
both at the community college administrative level and also the federal level.  
Mazzeo, Rab, & Eachus (2003) believe many post-secondary educational 
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researchers “are likely unaware of the contrary tendencies built into federal welfare 
reform” hindering access to higher education for the poor (p.168). PRWORA has 
decreased enrollment in academic post-secondary education and now welfare recipients 
are much more likely to be enrolled in certificate programs. While a certificate can be 
helpful, it is unlikely to provide class mobility for someone once it is achieved and 
employment is attained. Additionally, their numbers in Associate degree programs are 
dwindling despite their previous overrepresentation, and the gap in their enrollment in 
Bachelor’s degree programs continues to grow (Jacobs & Winslow, 2003). Social work 
could mediate among the various fields, as it has for other issues (Flexner, 1915/2001). 
Social workers can educate invested parties about the potentially unintended 
consequences from this legislation and make recommendations for future legislation.  
Community colleges as a recruiting ground. 
The field of social work is not typically racially and ethnically representative of 
the clients it serves. This has been a challenge since social work’s inception and 
continues to be a challenge, as the majority of social workers are White, non-Hispanic 
women serving non-White clientele (Berger, 1989; CSWE, 2008b; Daniel, 2011). 
Community colleges have a diverse student body. Berger (1989) specifically identified 
community colleges as a recruiting ground for culturally and ethnically diverse social 
work students and future professionals. All levels of social work educational programs 
and agencies need to recruit minority and underrepresented groups to enable the field to 
more accurately reflect the demographics of the populations it serves (CSWE 2010, 
2008b; Furman, et al., 2009). This could be accomplished with a relatively captive 
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audience at the community college. However, these students may also need guidance as 
they attempt to navigate the bureaucracy of higher education so they are not lost as future 
social workers.  
The social work section has detailed social work and social justice viewed 
through historical, theoretical, and practical lenses; the debating dualism within social 
work practice; and the similarities, challenges and opportunities shared by social work 
and community colleges. Social work will continue to be explored in the next section 
through empowerment theory, in addition to, the sociological theory of democratization 
and diversion.  
Theoretical Frameworks 
The complexities associated with higher education have been covered within this 
chapter, and they also informed the research. In order to further focus this dissertation, 
two theoretical frameworks guided this study, Brint & Karabel’s (1989) theory of 
democratization and diversion and Gutiérrez & Lewis’ (1999) theory of empowerment. 
First, Brint & Karabel’s theory of democratization and diversion will be explained as well 
as the potential institutional effect associated with community colleges. Then, 
empowerment theory will be considered generally, with an in-depth examination of 
Gutiérrez & Lewis’ (1999) conceptualization of it.  
Democratization & diversion. 
Brint & Karabel (1989), two of the pioneers in the study of community colleges, 
investigated the role of community colleges in democratizing and diverting students from 
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educational attainment and the institutional effect of community colleges. They believe 
these institutions can be viewed through two lenses, one of democratization and the other 
of diversion. Further, they argue that the stratified nature of higher education is 
independent of individual student characteristics and reflective of the inequalities in 
society and the division of labor. Community colleges fit into the U.S.’ stratified higher 
education system at the bottom only allowing the few to transition into the higher rungs 
of post-secondary schooling to complete their Bachelor’s degrees. However, they also 
note that without the existence of community colleges many racial minorities, women, 
and immigrants would remain without post-secondary degrees. For the students who 
attain Bachelor’s degrees, this effect is considered the democratization effect. On the 
other hand, students who could have attended universities initially but choose a 
community college because of its convenience or affordability and do not ultimately 
complete their Bachelor’s degrees are considered evidence of a community colleges’ 
diversion effect.  
Institutional effect. 
Brint & Karabel (1989) also wrote about the institutional effect of community 
colleges. This effect is independent of individual student characteristics and a 
consequence of the characteristics of the institutions themselves. They argue simply by 
attending a community college, one’s chances of obtaining a Bachelor’s degree are 
lessened. The “relatively nonacademic climate” present at community colleges, in part 
due to the number of terminal vocation programs, leads many students away from 
obtaining a Bachelor’s degree and explains the lower educational attainment by 
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community college students compared to their four-year counterparts (p.236). They also 
attribute this to the convoluted mission of community colleges to both assist in academic 
preparation and vocational training. This provides a veil for the reality that many 
community college students are channeled away from continuing their education beyond 
the two-year degree, instead viewing the Associate degree as a terminal one. Previously, 
Clark (1960) termed this the “cooling out” effect.  
Prior research on frameworks. 
Researchers have investigated Brint & Karabel’s idea of democratization and 
diversion within community colleges and confirmed many of their ideas. These 
institutions have been found to work as a diversion towards bachelor degree attainment 
for individuals, who could have entered a four-year school initially. However, they have 
democratization properties when investigating overall years of education attained for 
individuals, who may not have been admitted directly into a four-year institution (Leigh 
& Gill, 2003; Rouse, 1995, 1998). Rouse (1995) found community colleges to increase 
the total years of schooling but not to change the likelihood of attaining a bachelor’s 
degree.  
An institutional effect has been validated through a few methods but also raises 
additional questions. Dougherty (1992) completed a meta-analysis of six studies looking 
at the educational aspirations and attainment of community college students compared to 
their counterparts at four-year institutions. He found that there was in fact an institutional 
effect revealed even when individual student characteristics were controlled for. In other 
words, students who attended community colleges, but matched on all other factors 
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examined, were significantly less likely to complete a Bachelor’s degree. This finding has 
been examined further and a negative relationship between both student transfer and 
degree completion; and the size of the community college; the percentage of adjunct 
faculty; and the proportion of racial minority students was found (Calcagno, Bailey, 
Jenkins, Kienzl, & Leinbach, 2008). Similarly, Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person 
(2006b) examined differences in student outcomes when comparing community colleges 
and private, occupational colleges and found students at the former less likely to 
complete educational credentials than at the latter. This type of institutional effect is 
potentially not limited to community colleges. Scott, Bailey, & Kienzi (2006) found 
private four-year institutions to have higher graduation rates compared to public four-
year institutions. However, they also concluded that public universities do more with less 
and with similar resources, public universities would likely graduate more students than 
private institutions.  
However, when examining regional and state differences an interesting finding 
was discovered. States with a higher proportion of students enrolled in community 
colleges also have a higher rate of ultimate degree attainment at four-year public 
institutions (Roksa, 2010). This suggests that when student data are investigated by state, 
community colleges are shown in a democratization light rather than one of diversion. 
This could be in part due to articulation agreements that some states have enacted. In 
theory, articulation agreements enable students to transfer with relative ease from a 
community college to a public state university (Office of Program Policy Analysis and 
Government Accountability, 2003). Additionally, it has been noted that community 
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college students often face additional challenges compared to their four-year 
counterparts, and they often have fewer external support such as familial and community 
resources, which can interfere with academic achievement (Carson, et al., 1998; Coll, 
1995; Helfgot, 1995).  
Further community colleges are different institutions when compared to their 
four-year counterparts. They are not provided with the same funding and resource 
allocation as their senior institutions and because their tuition is lower they do not recoup 
the difference via another route (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). As a consequence, resources 
for students are scarcer at community colleges. For example, only 29% of public two-
year schools offer their students a health insurance plan opposed to 82% of public four-
year schools (United States Government Accountability Office, 2008). Unfortunately, 
students of color are the most likely to receive inadequate supports. In Florida, 
community colleges are more likely to offer counseling services at institutions primarily 
serving white students, with Hispanic students being the racial group least likely to have 
access to personal counseling services and supports (Ocean, Hawkins, & Chopra, 2014). 
Community colleges also are more likely to offer academic advising rather than personal 
counseling with sometimes unmanageable advisor to student ratios (Grubb, 2006). There 
is an institutional effect; it is likely one that mirrors much of US society and is 
specifically related to the lack of resources and funding provided to community colleges. 
To date, a qualitative investigation has not been undertaken to examine if these theories 
need to be updated and expanded. Overall, Brint & Karabel (1989) found community 
colleges assisting in the reproduction of a stratified society. This can result in a 
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disempowered student population.  
Empowerment theory. 
Empowerment theory allows for a uniquely different, although complementary 
framework, to be used in conjunction with Brint & Karabel (1989)’s work. The theory of 
democratization and diversion is an important one and has informed research in the area 
of community colleges. However, it is limited to binary categorizations that are 
potentially too rigid to fully capture the totality of experiences for community college 
students. In order to create a more comprehensive picture of community college students’ 
current circumstances, empowerment theory will also frame the interviews, analysis, and 
recommendations. Empowerment theory specifically was chosen to address the 
imbalance of power. Considering the strong positive relationship between SES, well-
being, and educational level, community college students, with their lower bachelor 
attainment rates, are disadvantaged. The potentially oppressive forces need to be included 
in this examination. According to Freire (1981), the oppressed must fight to regain their 
humanity. Individuals must become conscious of their oppression and critically analyze 
the reality they have been taught in order to take action to change it. But this includes the 
oppressors as well. Because they are oblivious to ideology, they take as fact that they 
have always had material wealth and that those who do not are simply too lazy to acquire 
it (Freire, 1981).  
 While empowerment is used to describe most of the work completed in social 
work and the helping fields not all work would be described as empowering by those the 
field serves (Lee, 1994). The profession may think it is acting in an empowering way and 
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may use the term lightly to describe any minimal attempt to engage people on their own 
terms. However, it is more likely that social workers do not truly utilize an empowerment 
approach that strengthens people’s abilities to see, understand, and take action against 
those forces that oppress them. Lee (1994) defines it as: 
Empowerment practice addresses individual, familial, and organizational resource 
problems (multiple dimensions of poverty); problems of asymmetrical exchange 
relationships; problems of powerlessness and inhibiting or hindering power 
structures or constraining power structures; and problems related to arbitrary 
social criteria or values. (p. 14)  
 
Keeping the existing literature on community college students in mind, one can see a 
clear rationale to incorporate empowerment as a lens for this dissertation. The sample 
was drawn from the Pell Grant eligible community college student population, who face 
the multiple dimensions of poverty as they often attempt to use higher education in order 
to achieve class mobility. It could be argued that power dynamics are at play in higher 
education leading to inequitable outcomes for two-year versus four-year students. 
Community colleges as institutions have been described as being their own separate 
category within higher education, not even privileged enough to be placed on the same 
spectrum as low ranking four-year institutions (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Again, it could 
be argued that this view of postsecondary institutions is based in an elite, class-biased 
stratifying framework.   
Central to empowerment theory is the investigation and understanding of the 
distribution of power and the role of power in relationships. A critical lens must be taken 
to these issues, not unlike the issues facing community colleges and their students, in 
order for the process of empowerment to occur (Staples, 1990). Critical social workers 
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have primarily developed the concept of empowerment (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). One of 
those refiners is Lee (1994) who advocates for a “fifocal vision” in order to view society 
holistically and also to intervene enabling the needs of oppressed individuals to be 
effectively addressed. This approach requires five lenses: (1) a historical view of 
oppression (2) an ecological view of power and coping (3) an ethclass perspective 
focusing on the “isms” and their interplay (4) a feminist perspective of gender and power 
as infinite and (5) a critical perspective to analyze all forms of oppression and strategies 
to address it on individual and societal levels. This is a holistic framework incorporating 
the elements of empowerment.  
However, for the purposes of this research incorporating a theory that was 
developed for racial minorities seems to be most appropriate. Therefore, Gutiérrez & 
Lewis (1999) empowerment theory, which was developed as a practical application to 
working with women of color, will provide guidance for the analysis of data, as well as, 
the practical and policy recommendations based on the findings. Gutiérrez & Lewis 
(1999) posit that empowerment practice needs to occur on three levels: the personal, the 
interpersonal, and the political. When empowerment occurs on the personal level, 
individuals are able to acquire feelings of power instead of powerlessness. This is a micro 
level action with the focus on the internal dimension. Empowerment on this level is an 
acknowledgement of the power that one already possesses. This creates a foundation for 
the other levels of empowerment. Empowerment on the interpersonal level enables 
individuals to develop their ability to influence others and potentially the political 
process. The shift moves from solely internal to include an external focus with movement 
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into the larger spheres of one’s environment. During the political level, individuals may 
begin to view individual change and political change as equally important holding both 
the micro and macro as valuable spheres in which to create social action and change. The 
political level draws on both the personal and interpersonal levels, but also incorporates 
the goal of changing the current power differentials between groups. Social work practice 
must occur on all three levels in order to be considered empowerment practice.  
Gutiérrez & Lewis (1999) additionally detail empowerment practice methods, 
which take three forms: education, participation, and capacity building. Education aims to 
enhance individuals’ abilities to comprehend and interact in their environments. During 
the education phase, generally, individuals may also take part in formal training (i.e. in 
computers) or informal training (i.e. role playing). Education also specifically includes 
consciousness-raising and engaging in a power analysis. Consciousness-raising 
encourages a critical evaluation of the social structure in order to discourage internalizing 
social injustices as personal faults and recognizing that these injustices are imbedded 
within our social structure. This can lead to encouraging action towards social change. 
The power analysis clearly builds on, and to some degree, is intertwined with 
consciousness-raising, but it specifically focuses on an analysis of the effects of 
powerlessness on the individual or environment and identifying the entities possessing 
the power. During this analysis the social worker is responsible for recognizing the 
immediate, micro, power at play and its connection to the larger, macro, institutionalized 
power permeating society. Participation includes social workers and individuals working 
in a collaborative fashion sharing the power and being able to trust one another. There 
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should be specific attention paid not to replicate unequal power dynamics and to interact 
in a manner “characterized by genuineness, mutual respect, open communication, and 
informality” (p.20). This type of action and interaction can also be described as a 
“dialogue” (p.20). In addition to dialogue, participation also encompasses praxis, which 
incorporates reflection and action. Individuals are therefore encouraged to think critically 
about their experiences and this, in turn, can lead to future action. The final form 
empowerment takes is capacity building. Capacity building is a twofold process including 
both strength identification and building. Initially, areas that are not problematic are 
identified. This can include highlighting faculties that otherwise are devalued. For 
example, acknowledging that women of color possess a persevering strength and intellect 
in order to fight against oppressive societal forces. Then, new abilities are learned, 
building on the prior identified areas of skill and strength. All three methods, education, 
participation, and capacity building, can work in an interdependent manner, reinforcing 
each other in order to reach the ultimate goal of empowerment which is, “social justice 
and to reduce social inequality” (Gutiérrez & Lewis, 1999, p. 4).   
Conclusion  
 Chapter two has covered a review of the literature and the theoretical frameworks 
that inform this dissertation. The development of the junior college through 
comprehensive community college and present student body has been detailed. 
Additionally, the relevant research on community college students has been described 
and gaps in the literature have been noted. The relevance and implications for social work 
have also been included. Finally, the theoretical frameworks that guide this research have 
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been discussed. This work begins to fill the substantial gap in the literature and has the 
potential to enhance the current conditions for community college students.  
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Chapter 3 Methods 
In order to thoughtfully consider the rigor and validity of results, it is important to 
take into consideration the methods in which the data were gathered and analyzed. When 
beginning a study, it is essential to articulate a comprehensive and coherent research 
question, yet the research question can also continue to be refined as a part of the 
qualitative research process, as the research is conducted and also in response to data 
gathered (Flick, 2006). My initial research question was, what do current community 
college students, who are successfully and unsuccessfully pursuing an AA degree, view as 
agents of diversion and democratization on their educational attainment? Before 
beginning the interviews, I did not consider the factors that might be considered in 
classifying a student as being successful or unsuccessful with respect to their educational 
attainment.  I decided to use criteria that were already available at each institution, which 
designate students according to whether they are making satisfactory academic progress. 
This decision was made in an effort to remove the inherent judgment in deciding whether 
a student was successful. Accordingly, my research question became, what do current 
Pell Grant eligible community college students, who are meeting and are not meeting 
their institution’s criteria of SAP towards an AA degree, view as agents of diversion and 
democratization that impact their educational attainment? Additionally, a second 
research question was created, what are the differences in perceptions between the two 
student groups, those meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP? Because little is known 
about this population, it was unclear at the outset if these questions would prove 
redundant to a degree. Therefore, the investigation into the shared and differing 
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perspectives was pursued to ensure the multiple perspectives and the categorizations were 
investigated.   
To address the research questions, I conducted a non-experimental qualitative 
study. Semi-structured interviews were the data collection method of choice because they 
allowed for individuals’ narrative perspectives to be known in an explicit manner (Patton, 
2002). Qualitative research is not only preferred, but required in order to gain a nuanced, 
detailed description of the interconnected complexities associated with being a Pell Grant 
eligible community college student (Luders, 2004). Interviews allow the participant to 
share “expert knowledge” about the phenomena in question (Hopf, 2004, p.203). First, 
interview data were gathered and analyzed from a pilot study. Subsequently current 
community college students were interviewed. This chapter will briefly cover the pilot 
study and then detail the current study incorporating the setting, participant recruitment 
and selection, procedures, codebook creation, analysis, and validity. 
Pilot Study 
In order to assess the feasibility of the proposed methods, a pilot study was 
completed in the summer of 2011. A concise summary of the pilot study is included at 
the end of this dissertation (Appendix A). Additionally, the pilot study will be discussed 
within this chapter as it pertains to the current dissertation.  
Setting 
I approached two large community colleges in Florida that serve primarily Pell 
Grant eligible, AA degree seeking, racially and ethnically diverse student populations in 
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order to conduct this study and gather a sample reflective of the regional and national 
student demographics. Both community colleges expressed an interest in participating in 
the study and assisting me with recruitment of their students. Florida was chosen because 
of its statewide articulation agreement (Florida Department of Education, 2011).  
Moreover, recruiting from two community colleges assisted in environmental 
triangulation, enabling the sample to more likely reflect the larger population (Guion, 
Diehl, & McDonald, 2002).  
The two community colleges are similar in institutional and student 
demographics, course offerings, and the number of financial aid recipients. Both 
community colleges are designated as Hispanic serving institutions and serve primarily 
racial minority students (Hispanic Association of Colleges & Universities, n.d.). The 
chosen community colleges are also located in urban areas, serve predominantly female 
students, and large student populations, in excess of 35,000 students. Both of the 
community colleges also have multiple campus and center locations, but for this study, 
students were recruited from the main campuses of both of the community colleges. Both 
institutions offer technical certificates through bachelor’s degrees. Additionally, the 
majority of students at both community colleges receive financial aid. The research 
protocol was implemented uniformly at both sites, with two exceptions: the process 
followed at each community college to gain approval to conduct the research and the 
strategies used to recruit the sample. Both of these exceptions are explained. 	
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Institutional Review Board 
Prior to beginning the dissertation research, Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
approval was sought and obtained to conduct the pilot study in the Summer of 2011. In 
order to conduct the dissertation, an amendment to the pilot study IRB approved protocol 
was submitted, requesting permission to include the dissertation interviews of current 
community college students in the open IRB protocol. Per Boston University’s 
guidelines, Pell Grant eligible community college students were not considered a 
vulnerable population, and I received approval via an expedited review of the 
amendment, since participation in the research posed minimal risk to participants. 
Participants were able to skip any of the questions asked or withdraw from the study at 
any time, and no adverse events occurred during the research.  
Community college 1. 
 The first community college I approached did not have an IRB. In order to 
conduct research I needed to provide them with the IRB approval from my institution, my 
IRB application, copies of all recruitment, consent, and interview materials, as well as a 
brief overview of the study generally. These materials were submitted for approval at 
three levels within the college including the Director of Financial Aid, the Vice President 
of Student Affairs, and the Executive Director of Institutional Research and 
Effectiveness. Approval was received from each of these levels and the institution as a 
whole.  
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Community college 2. 
The second community college I contacted did have its own IRB. Per the 
community college IRB’s directions, I submitted my protocol for a Full Board review, 
because they viewed Pell Grant eligible students as a vulnerable population. With minor 
revisions for the purposes of clarifying items, the protocol was approved, enabling me to 
recruit students who were and were not meeting their institution’s satisfactory academic 
progress criteria.  
Participant Recruitment and Selection 
Participant recruitment and selection is an important component to the qualitative 
methodology. This section will define satisfactory academic progress, detail the specific 
inclusion and exclusion criteria for this research; provide information on participants 
generally; explain the recruitment strategies implemented; and the section will conclude 
with information on the participants’ demographics.  	
Satisfactory academic progress. 
Per the Code of Federal Regulation (CFR) Title 34 Education, Part 668, Student 
Assistance General Provisions, Subpart C Student Eligibility (2010), individual 
institutions may determine what constitutes successful progress towards a student’s 
program of study. At least three areas of satisfactory academic progress (SAP) need to be 
assessed. These are commonly referred to as: GPA, pace or completion rate, and the 
150% rule (The Federal Student Aid Office of the U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). In 
order to protect the confidentiality of the community colleges, these areas will be 
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explained in general terms rather than including the specific policies of the institutions, 
which can be unique and thus might identify the institutions. While the GPA requirement 
can vary depending on where a student is within their program of study (sometimes it can 
be lower to begin but increase as one progresses in the program and becomes familiar 
with the demands of college), it is typically required that students maintain a 2.0 or C 
average. The pace is calculated by converting the ratio of courses attempted to the 
courses passed into a percentage. A typical threshold is 67%. Those at 67% or above 
would be considered meeting the completion rate or pace and those at 66.99% or below 
are not. The final criterion, the 150% rule, requires a student to complete their program of 
study without exceeding 150% of the credit hours required to earn the credential or 
degree (i.e. a 60 credit program must be completed in under 90 credits). If a student 
exceeds the 150% threshold, they are no longer meeting the SAP requirements. 
Therefore, students who are successfully progressing towards an AA degree includes 
students who meet the GPA requirement, the percentage of completion rate requirement, 
and are under the 150% rule, per the institutional guidelines implemented by their 
community college. Conversely, students who are not successfully progressing towards 
an AA degree are those who are not meeting the GPA or the completion rate or the 150% 
rule as specified by their community college. Because community college employees 
typically refer to students as meeting SAP or not meeting SAP, this language will be 
employed here as well. 
While there are never perfect criteria for sample selection, these federally guided 
and institutionally imposed categorizations provide both a formal method of classification 
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and an additional opportunity for investigation. It could be argued that these categories 
enforced by the dominant institutions need to be questioned rather than accepted as 
accurately grouping individuals with similar characteristics (Swartz, 2013a), yet the 
groupings also create real consequences for the students upon whom they are imposed. 
Students who are meeting SAP are eligible academically to receive Pell Grants and loans. 
Students who are not meeting SAP are not eligible academically, and therefore cannot 
access Pell Grants or loans. Therefore, in Bourdieusian fashion this research is also a 
political act (Swartz, 2013a) investigating these “taken for granted” categorizations 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant p.68) that directly impact students’ access to funding for their 
educations. The student categorizations, similar to other federally enforced eligibility 
criteria, are likely meant to differentiate the worthy from the unworthy poor (Jimenez, 
2010). This research provides an opportunity to investigate the usefulness of the 
categorizations by employing the classifications and investigating similarities and 
differences in the student groups.  
Inclusion and exclusion criteria. 
Participants were eligible to participate in the study if they had completed at least 
one course of postsecondary schooling, creating a track record for which they could be 
deemed by the institution to be meeting or not meeting SAP, and the AA degree was one 
of their majors. Two student groups were recruited: Group 1 - current community college 
students who are meeting SAP and pursuing an AA degree; Group 2 - current community 
college students who are not meeting SAP and pursuing an AA degree. This truly enabled 
three groups to be considered for the research analysis, Pell Grant eligible community 
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college students as a larger group and the two subgroups of community college students 
meeting and not meeting SAP.  
Students were asked about their major to determine whether they were pursuing 
their AA degree and thus eligible to participate in the study. For some, they were unclear 
on the different degree types. Consequently, with the students’ permission, their records 
were consulted and students were also asked follow-up questions like, “Do you want to 
transfer to a university?” and “Do you eventually want to obtain a bachelor’s degree?” in 
order to determine eligibility. Students’ educational records spanned the spectrum from 
attempting one course to being in their graduating term for their AA degree, and some 
had already completed AS degrees or technical certificates in fields like massage therapy.  
Participants. 
Rarely are community college students engaged in qualitative research as 
participants, and even less commonly are they asked questions about their perceptions of 
barriers and enablers external to the community college.  In order to incorporate these 
important voices in the community college conversation and in order to answer the 
research questions, two groups of individuals were recruited at two different community 
colleges (Table 1).  
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Table 1 
Student recruitment  
 
 Students meeting 
SAP 
Students not 
meeting SAP 
Totals 
Community College 1 
 
16 16 32 
Community College 2 
 
15 15 30 
Totals 
 
31 31 62 
Sample Recruitment. 
 Participants were recruited from the two main campuses of two different 
community colleges in Florida. The process at each school is detailed in this section.  
Community college 1. 
 Current community college students who are meeting and are not meeting SAP 
were recruited at the first community college via flyers, employees of the financial aid 
office, and announcements in General Education courses. Flyers were posted within the 
financial aid and advising offices informing students of the study and my contact 
information. Additionally, for the first three weeks of the 2014 Summer semester, when 
students presented in person to financial aid staff as meeting either of the criteria, they 
were informed of the study briefly by me and provided with a copy of the flyer. In an 
attempt to recruit a sample representative of the larger population which can reduce 
researcher bias (Shenton, 2004), I again drew on the tenets of environmental 
triangulation, recruiting during the financial aid office’s business hours of 8am–7pm 
Monday through Thursday for three weeks in order to try to reach a cross-section of 
representative individuals and not solely those who would come to campus only during 
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the morning, afternoon, or evening hours (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 2002). The 
college emailed students who were not meeting SAP requesting they meet with an 
academic advisor and also a financial aid advisor. Therefore, these offices proved to be 
fruitful arenas for recruitment. The majority of the students were recruited on the spot to 
complete the interview, although a few emailed or texted me in response to the flyers 
alone. Once 15 students were interviewed who were not meeting SAP, I stopped 
recruiting for this group and focused on those meeting SAP. This group was more 
challenging to recruit during this time via the financial aid office. One of the reasons for 
this challenge could have been because the community college had not yet downloaded 
the next academic year’s financial aid applications from the federal government. 
Consequently, many students, who were proactively checking on their Fall financial aid 
application status, were quickly turned away by the financial aid staff because the staff 
were unable to assist the students. For those actively in classes, the staff screened the 
students and referred them to me as meeting the study’s criteria. Additionally, I 
announced the study and disseminated flyers in Literature, Psychology, and Political 
Science on-campus courses. The on-campus courses I attended were offered as early as 
8am and beginning as late as 6pm; in this way I hoped to capture a representative sample 
of the larger student population. Finally, an electronic version of the flyer was forwarded 
to online Political Science and Sociology courses in order to attempt to reach a diverse 
group of interviewees. Again the goal was to interview about 15 students. Ultimately, 16 
students meeting SAP and 16 students not meeting SAP were recruited from the first 
community college for a total of 32 participants.  
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The initial interviews provided many new insights and while the point of 
saturation is not always obvious, it did not appear to be met upon initial familiarization 
and analysis of the data (Bowen, 2008). While there were some initial categories, others 
were discovered and I was not as confident in their robustness. Glaser & Strauss (1967) 
explain saturation occurs when new information for the categories no longer arises, data 
can be placed into the existing categorizations, and exceptions have been explored to 
ensure the soundness of the categorizations. Thornberg & Charmaz (2012) encourage 
researchers to ask questions including, “Are there any gaps in the categories? Are there 
any vague or underdeveloped definitions?” (“Theoretical Sampling and Saturation,” para. 
5). Some of the definitions of the categorizations appeared underdeveloped. For example, 
the participants’ perception that decision makers were out of touch with their lives could 
be considered a relatively new discovery because this has not been examined at length in 
the literature. Therefore, after the first round of interviews and introductory analysis, I 
was not “empirically confident” that the categories were saturated (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967, p.61).  
Community college 2. 
 Because the point of saturation was not met and the second community college 
had approved the opportunity to conduct research at their institution, additional students, 
again those meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP, were recruited at the academic 
advising office within the second community college. The second institution was chosen 
to ensure the data were not limited to one particular setting (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 
2002). Again, flyers were posted in the offices and shared with staff. Some of the 
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advisors were enthusiastic about the research, and they shared the flyers with their 
colleagues and liaisons on campus in other areas such as student life, financial aid, and 
the honors program. Some of the students presented in the advising office with a referral 
from the financial aid office for not meeting SAP. At the second community college, 
students are typically notified by their financial aid office of their SAP status. The 
referral form alerted both the student and the advisor about which areas of progress were 
problematic and what needed to occur in order for them to reinstate their aid. Again the 
majority of the students were recruited on the spot to complete the interview, although a 
few emailed or texted me based on the flyers alone. Recruiting through a variety of 
methods in order to reach the broadest audience possible can lessen researcher bias and 
provide a sample that is representative of the population (Shenton, 2004) and recruitment 
was conducted over the period of three weeks during the advising office hours of 
operation Monday through Thursday 8am–7pm in an attempt to reach a broad range of 
students who are representative of the larger community college population (Guion, 
Diehl, & McDonald, 2002). As opposed to the first community college recruitment, in 
which it was easy to recruit students not meeting SAP in the financial aid office, the 
second community college recruitment in the advising office made recruiting student 
meeting SAP easy but more challenging to capture those not meeting SAP. Therefore, 
once 15 students who were meeting SAP had been recruited, I focused solely on those 
who were not meeting SAP. At the end of the three weeks, 15 students meeting SAP and 
15 students not meeting SAP were recruited for a total of 30 participants from the second 
community college.  
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There was the possibility to recruit additional participants at both community 
colleges beyond the total of 62 that were recruited. However this was not needed as the 
data enabled saturation of the categories (Charmaz, 2006), as explained in more detail in 
the analysis section.   
Student demographics. 
Students were asked to categorize their demographics through open prompts of 
age, race, ethnicity/national origin, gender and first language. A grid with each of these 
categories was created for each individual student meeting SAP (Appendix B) and not 
meeting SAP (Appendix C). Students meeting SAP can be broadly categorized into the 
following races: African American/Black (n=12; 39%), Hispanic (n=9; 29%), White 
(n=5; 16%), Asian (n=2; 7%), Native American (n=1; 3%), Mix (n=1; 3%), and Other 
(n=1; 3%). The gender of students meeting SAP was fairly equal between female (n=17; 
55%) and male (n=14; 45%). Students not meeting SAP reported the following 
categorizations of race: African American/Black (n=17; 55%), Hispanic (n=9; 29%), 
White (n=4; 13%), and Black-Hispanic (n=1; 3%). A majority of students not meeting 
SAP were female (n=20; 65%) with the minority identifying as male (n=11; 35%). There 
were no major differences in participant demographics across sites.  
Procedure 
Participants met once, individually with the researcher in a mutually convenient 
location to complete the face-to-face interview. In some cases, a participant’s toddler was 
also present during the interview (n=3). The majority of students who presented in the 
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financial aid office or advising office were interviewed on the spot in a borrowed office 
space. When students contacted me via the flyers and classroom announcements or if 
they did not have time to complete the interview on the spot but were interested in 
participating, we set up a convenient time to meet on the community college campus and 
the interviews were either conducted in a private office within the financial aid office, 
advising office, or the social science department. Interviews lasted from 15 minutes to 1 
hour 15 minutes with 45 minutes being a typical length.  
To provide some context for the participant compensation, it is worth noting at the 
time of the study in the state of Florida the minimum wage was $7.93 (Department of 
Labor, 2014). Once students completed the consent form they were compensated $10 for 
their time. The dollar amount was chosen in order to pay the research participants for 
their valuable time yet not to be coercive compromising the voluntary nature of the study.  
After consent, students were asked to identify their age, race, ethnicity/national 
origin, gender, first language, subject area major, short-term educational goal, and long-
term educational goal. Additionally, participants chose their own pseudonym. This was to 
avoid any unfortunate coincidences (i.e. I inadvertently chose the participant’s nickname) 
(Wiles, Crow, Heath, & Charles, 2006). Additionally, I wanted to respect the 
participants’ unique voices, even in their choice of pseudonyms, so they were given the 
option to choose a first name only or first and last name. While this decision on 
participant autonomy ran the risk of names being duplicated by participants (Grinyer, 
2002), happily with the many variations, including with the spelling of first names and 
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unique last names, this did not become an issue in the study. All of the chosen 
pseudonyms can be viewed on the student demographic grids (Appendix B & C).    
The interview guide was modified from the pilot study to present tense, questions 
related to graduate study were omitted, and additional questions were incorporated based 
on the pilot interview findings (Appendix D). Every effort was made to create questions 
in verbiage familiar to students that would enable key pieces of information and 
perspectives to be gained from the meetings. However because of the diverse population 
being interviewed, questions were often stated in various ways in an effort to 
communicate them effectively. The semi structured interview guide allowed for a flexible 
structure without rigidity, enabling me to ask follow-up questions based on the 
participant’s unique circumstances (Hammond & Wellington, 2013; Martin, Galentino, & 
Townsend, 2014). In order to comprehensively answer the research questions, the 
participants were asked directly about their perceptions of barriers and enablers to their 
educational progress, and generally about their reasons for attending a community 
college; experiences at the community college; responsibilities outside of the community 
college that impact their education either positively or negatively; and what they believed 
community colleges could do to improve.  
Student participants were initially asked to complete an educational timeline. 
While the timeline was meant to elicit life events that students believed impacted their 
learning regardless of whether they occurred within or outside the educational arena, 
writing down these events on a formal timeline appeared to inhibit the story telling aspect 
of the interviews. They also provided less helpful information since many were at the 
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beginning of the postsecondary educational experiences. Therefore, after the third 
interview, students were prompted to describe their educational journey verbally instead 
of writing it on the provided timelines.  
Additionally, in the literature students who attend college on and off for over four 
or six years are described as non-completers since the large national databases do not 
track students beyond the four and six year marks.  However, these students were making 
steady progress towards their degrees, and had not stopped pursuing their degrees.  This 
struck me as particularly ironic. Consequently, in the second half of the study, I asked the 
students, who were out of high school for more than four years or who were pursuing 
their educations for more than six years, follow-up questions. I inquired about their 
perceptions of their progress and what they would say to the researchers who would 
classify them as non-completers. This type of reflection, analysis, and subsequent 
modification are encouraged throughout the qualitative process (Lichtman, 2010; Patton, 
2002).  
The interviews were audio recorded. The audio files were electronically submitted 
to two professional transcriptionists via a password protected dropbox account. The 
transcripts were constructed using “eye dialect,” aiming to capture the pronunciation and 
the participant’s language as closely as possible (Kowal & O’Connell, 2004, p.250). 
Once the audio files were transcribed, I deleted any identifying information within the 
transcripts while simultaneously verifying the accuracy of the transcripts and 
familiarizing myself with the data.  
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Codebook Creation  
In order to comprehensively code the transcribed data, I constructed two 
codebooks, one for each of the theories, with codes, definitions and examples that would 
fit within the codes (Saldaña, 2013). The codes were grounded in the theories and 
informed by the literature, but also expanded and modified to fit the focus and area of 
investigation. The codebooks were created and tested during the pilot study. Prior to 
explaining the analysis of the gathered data, the creation of the codebooks will be 
explained in detail. 
The democratization and diversion codes were based in Brint & Karabel’s (1989) 
conceptualization of community colleges as agents of democratization or diversion 
(Appendix E). However, this theory focuses solely on community colleges as institutions 
within the higher education system, and does not take into consideration seemingly 
‘external’ influences in students’ lives, potentially missing important variables such as 
family responsibilities and the impact of living in poverty. Therefore, the basic premise 
of democratization and diversion was expanded and applied to the everyday experiences 
of community college students. This included investigating specific agents of 
democratization and diversion both within the community colleges (i.e. professors, 
course content) and outside of the community college (i.e. work, family responsibilities).  
Because I wanted to expand the current use of the theory, I consulted the literature 
to inform the initial codes. For example, working full-time has consistently been noted in 
the literature as conflicting with academic progress towards the completion of a degree 
(Perna, 2010; Ramist, 1981). For that reason, a category was created for diversionary 
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work experiences, which would often be considered ‘external factors’ (EF) to one’s 
college experience, including working full-time, (EF: Work DIV). Conversely, working 
less or having flexible employment was categorized as democratizing work experiences 
(EF: Work DEM).  
Yet the codes were not created so rigidly as not to allow new information to arise. 
Two additional categories of other were also created (EF: Other DEM and EF: Other 
DIV). The “other” category was included for any items that could be considered an agent 
of democratization in the community college student’s life (EF: Other DEM) or an agent 
of diversion (EF: Other DIV). This allowed themes such as childcare and transportation 
to be discovered which are less commonly addressed in the literature. In order to create 
an inclusive codebook and produce comprehensive results, I coded all discovered 
phenomena.   
The empowerment theory codes, similar to the democratization and diversion 
codes, are theoretically derived supplemented by the existing literature (Appendix F). 
Gutierrez & Lewis (1999) developed empowerment theory with social work practice in 
mind. Therefore, this lens was adapted to fit a static rather than dynamic experience. For 
example, within the theory the social worker is encouraged to engage in a power sharing 
experience with the client rather than reproducing the power inequities that exist in our 
larger society. For the purposes of this research, rather than applying the theory to the 
situation of engaging in a power sharing social work practice, I adapted the theory to the 
participant’s experience of power sharing.  Thus, the participant’s noted experiences were 
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categorized as power sharing (PART: Power-Sharing), which I identified as an agent of 
democratization or power unequal (PART: Power-Unequal), which I identified as an 
agent of diversion. For example, when participants viewed the financial aid staff as 
explaining what the process and what is required of students this was considered a power 
sharing experience and consequently an agent of democratization. However, if, from the 
participants’ point of view, the staff withheld information or did not explain the steps and 
requirements that needed to be completed, this was coded as an unequal power 
experience and an agent of diversion.  Empowerment theory also was not developed 
specifically to the educational experience yet my analysis did focus specifically on the 
educational and related experiences of the participants. Therefore, when I defined the 
“strengths” codes, under the capacity building portion of the theory, I again relied on the 
literature in conjunction with the theory. I defined traditional strengths as a high GPA and 
the ability to write at the college level (CAP: Trad Strength) (Moore & Shulock, 2009). 
In some cases, being a hard worker could be considered a traditional strength but because 
I was focusing on the pathway to reaching an educational goal and working full-time is 
counter to excelling in academics, this was not included as a traditional strength (Perna, 
2010; Ramist, 1981). However, juggling many responsibilities, including work and 
family, was included in the non-traditional strengths code (CAP: Non-Trad Strength).  
 The codebooks were used to first code three of the pilot interviews and additional 
preliminary themes were identified. The codebooks were reevaluated and minor 
adjustments were made to simplify the definitions or add applicable examples found in 
the initially coded interviews. The codebooks appeared to reflect the themes being 
97	
	
identified. I then coded the remaining pilot interviews. The codebooks were consistently 
utilized during the coding process. When a discrepancy was found or an area that 
required clarification, the original theory was revisited. The definition for the code within 
the codebook was then refined. Utilizing the codebooks, the data were successfully 
reduced and organized into retrievable “chunks” (Spencer, Ritchie, & O’Connor, 2003, 
p.203).   
During this process seven of the codes included in the initial Democratization and 
Diversion codebook were discarded (Why CC DEM, Why CC DIV, Why CC Other, Goal 
DEM, Goal DEM-undecided, Goal DIV, Goal Initial). When searching for themes, these 
codes were confusing and were not helpful in capturing the experiences and perceptions 
of the participants.  The process of refining the codes utilized is not atypical of initial 
codes (Lichtman, 2010; Saldaña, 2013). When the original theory was consulted, these 
initial codes appeared misguided. Upon revisiting Brint & Karabel’s (1989) work, I 
realized examples of diverted and democratized students were used to illustrate their 
theoretical concepts rather than categorizations to be used on the individual level. They 
include the example of the white, male who could have begun his studies directly at the 
university but who chose the community college to save money as an example of 
diversion and the recent immigrant who need to bring her English skills to the college 
level as an example of democratization. Nevertheless, they note there will be some 
exceptions to their theory and caution not to use these exceptions as evidence that the 
higher education system works and enables class mobility. Therefore, some of the 
information captured by these codes was included in the brief overview summaries for 
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the pilot participants but otherwise, this information was not thematically analyzed 
beyond the initial attempt.    
Once all of the pilot interviews were coded, a report for each of the codebooks, 
democratization and diversion and empowerment was created including the codes, 
themes, categories, and examples quotes. An excerpt from each of the codebook reports, 
democratization and diversion (Appendix G) and empowerment (Appendix H) are 
included in the Appendices. The reports in their entirety were sent to my committee 
members, comprised of content and method experts, for feedback. The codebooks from 
the pilot interviews were then adjusted and expanded to fit the current community college 
student sample using the process described above. However, similar to the pilot 
interviews the categorizations were left broad enough to allow for new information to 
emerge. In addition, I added codes to incorporate additional phenomena identified while 
conducting and verifying the interviews and condensed the two codebooks into one 
comprehensive codebook (Gibbs, 2007). After three initial interviews from the 
dissertation were coded, the codebook was modified to ensure its applicability to the 
current sample in the same manner completed in the pilot interview codebook creation. 
The codebook was then finalized to code the remaining interviews (Appendix I) 
(Saldaña, 2013).  
Analysis 
The current student interviews were analyzed via the coding protocol, based on 
the pilot interviews, the theoretical frameworks, and the existing literature. This allowed 
for a deductive approach to be taken (Hammond & Wellington, 2013). The interview data 
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were analyzed using an iterative thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The six 
phases of iterative thematic analysis as laid out by Braun & Clarke (2006) were followed: 
“(1) familiarizing yourself with your data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for 
themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the 
report” (p.87).  
As I interviewed the participants, de-identified the transcripts and verified them I 
was able to familiarize myself with the data (Spencer, Ritchie, & O’Connor, 2003). As 
noted my codebooks were originally created from the literature and theoretical 
frameworks to code the pilot interviews, enabling concept-driven coding to be employed 
(Gibbs, 2007). The codebook creation and finalization process facilitated the second step 
of generating initial codes. Then, the interviews were read specifically searching for 
themes, step three, to answer the research questions but also for a holistic picture of the 
students’ experiences (Weiss, 1995). Therefore, brief overview summaries were created 
for each of the participants highlighting pertinent information or key issues that the 
participant tended to focus on during the interview (Appendix J). Simultaneously, the 
data began to be categorized into themes (Lichtman, 2010; Patton, 2002). Because 
software can assist in the management and organization of data for coding (Saldaña, 
2013), ATLAS.ti software was utilized to code the data. Data were coded incident by 
incident (Charmaz, 2006). Similar to line-by-line coding, each event is coded and 
sometimes coded more than once via double coding (more than one code was assigned to 
a quote) and embedded coding (a smaller quote was coded within a larger quote) 
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(Saldaña, 2013). Data were coded by applying tags to participants’ words (Hammond & 
Wellington, 2013).  
Utilizing the codebooks, the data were successfully reduced and organized into 
retrievable “chunks” (Spencer, Ritchie, & O’Connor, 2003, p.203).  Following the 
guidance from Braun & Clarke (2006) to code as many potential themes as possible, the 
coding resulted in 6,736 quotations amongst all interviews, and again, some quotes were 
double and embedded coded (Saldaña, 2013). In order to begin step four, reviewing 
themes, and to scrutinize the frequency of codes being assigned across participants, 
ensuring one participant was not skewing the overall picture, the number of participants 
was considered in addition to the number of times a code was assigned. Spreadsheets 
were created enabling the frequency of each code to be viewed by participant, participant 
groupings, and overall.  
In-depth semi-structured interviews enable, “…the researcher to see an event or 
context from the point of view of the people…she is researching…” (Hammond & 
Wellington, 2013, p.91) while simultaneously acknowledging “the existence of multiple 
constructed realities” (Bowen, 2008, p. 138). In order to create opportunities to contrast 
the student groups, those meeting SAP and those not, as well as to investigate any 
differences between institutions a couple of techniques were used. Within ATLAS.ti, 
document families were created. This enabled data to be considered from multiple 
groupings including: all students meeting SAP, all students not meeting SAP, all students 
enrolled at the first community college (CC1), all students enrolled at the second 
community college (CC2), students meeting SAP at CC1, students not meeting SAP at 
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CC1, students meeting SAP at CC2, students not meeting SAP at CC2. This enabled an 
opportunity to investigate any potential patterns amongst various groupings. Spreadsheets 
were created based on the numerical output for each document family. Matrices can also 
facilitate a detailed analysis of the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Therefore, matrices 
were created for a number of areas including short-term and long-term goals, priorities, 
enablers, and barriers for each of the groups. Sample output was also provided to my 
committee for feedback as I moved forward with the analysis and writing of the final 
report.  
Much of the work in qualitative analysis is nonlinear, and therefore, I revisited 
step four, reviewing themes, as I worked through step five, defining and naming themes 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). A number of techniques were used to facilitate these processes, 
again in a reciprocal and interacting fashion rather than a static and linear pattern. During 
the initial stages of the analysis to answer the first research question, an index was 
constructed for agents of diversion and a separate index for the agents of democratization 
in order to name and begin to refine the themes (Spencer, Ritchie, & O’Connor, 2003). 
The indexes included categories and subcategories in which to house the descriptive 
codes (Lichtman, 2010; Saldaña, 2013). For example, initially within the agents of 
democratization index, the categorizations and subcategorizations included: prompts to 
pursue education (category), need (subcategory), opportunity (subcategory); supports to 
pursue education (category), access to instrumental supports (subcategory), power 
sharing experiences (subcategory), individual strengths (subcategory) (Appendix K). 
Initially the agents of democratization index included categorizations and 
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subcategorizations of: lack of knowledge (category), community college student 
(subcategory), system of higher education (subcategory); powerlessness (category), 
resource responsibility imbalance (subcategory), witness (subcategory), experience 
(subcategory) (Appendix L).  
In an attempt to bring these two separate indexes together, the technique of 
clustering, creating a visual and nonlinear representation of the phenomena being studied, 
was utilized (Charmaz, 2006). When clustering, I focused on the incorporation of as 
many descriptive codes as possible under an ‘umbrella’ theme rather than choosing which 
codes to include and which to discard. Themes of ‘not enough’ and ‘too much’ emerged. 
Students were often trying to meet ‘too many’ responsibilities with ‘not resources. The 
indexes were revisited and refined again.  
Saldaña’s (2013) process of code mapping was also consulted to move the data 
further from descriptive codes to higher-level conceptual models. As a part of this 
process, the data were categorized by people, institutions, and beliefs (Saldaña, 2013). 
Models were created that were refined throughout the analysis process (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). They included the community college student, the community college, 
work, family, social environment, and the system of higher education more broadly in 
addition to the imbalance of ‘too much’ and ‘not enough’ (Appendix M). However, these 
models continued to categorize the majority of these areas as separate entities rather than 
reflecting the dynamic interactions between the many spheres in the students’ lives. The 
‘versus codes’ exercise, within code mapping, assisted in bringing the themes together 
capturing the overlapping experiences of students (Saldaña, 2013). For example, pursuing 
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education with access to adequate resources versus pursing education without access to 
adequate resources. I then continued to alternate between the indexes, cluster mapping, 
categorization models, and versus codes.  
At that point, three themes, motivation, responsibilities to resources, and 
informational capital, were developed to capture the many aspects of the students’ lives; 
the agents of democratization and diversion and experiences of empowerment and 
disempowerment impacting their educational attainment. The descriptive codes that 
informed each of the three themes were indexed with their respective theme motivation 
(Appendix N), responsibilities to resources ratio (Appendix O), and informational capital 
(Appendix P). Both the democratization and diversion theory and empowerment theory 
worked in conjunction in order to develop the three themes. The democratization and 
diversion codes were helpful in identifying agents hindering and enabling educational 
attainment and the empowerment codes assisted in highlighting the interplay between 
these influences. For example, a student may need to work in order to support her family, 
but she is also pursuing an education in order to gain a higher level of employment so she 
can provide improved support to her family. However, work takes time away from 
studying and studying takes time away from family and so on.   
In order to create transparency and to evidence the clear link between the theories, 
data, and themes, the responsibilities to resources ratio theme will serve as an example 
and its clustering of descriptive codes and categorizations will be explained. The 
responsibilities to resources ratio is not something that has been written about at length in 
the community college literature. However, every participant spoke about it in one form 
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or another. Students described both their own circumstances in which they were unable to 
successfully complete all the responsibilities they required of them and they also spoke 
about witnessing other students struggle to fulfill their many obligations. As noted, 
initially each of these spheres within the students’ lives were conceptualized as separate 
categories. While to some extent, these separate categorizations assisted in highlighting 
the disconnect between some of these arenas (e.g. work only viewing the participant as a 
worker not also a student and a mother), the arenas appeared to collide and overlap as 
well which was not accurately evidenced. For instance, while work could certainly pose a 
barrier to students’ educational attainment, often students worked in order to assist their 
families who were living in poverty. Therefore, it was not just work, but also family 
responsibilities that influenced the students’ decision to work full-time.    
Additionally, the majority of the students described hectic lives in which they 
needed to manage a number of responsibilities. However, upon further examination, these 
problems became unmanageable when there was a lack of access to adequate resources. 
For example, two students needed access to childcare. The first student was able to gain 
access to free childcare through a county program which coincidentally was conveniently 
located next to her work. The childcare enabled her to go to work and also to attend 
classes during the day without a need to worry about the child. Further, in the event of an 
emergency, she had both her mother and her boyfriend’s mother who could provide 
childcare. The second student did not have access to reliable childcare. She took her 
classes online at home and did not work outside of the home so lack of childcare was not 
typically a barrier. However, when her computer broke and she needed to go to the 
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college campus in order to complete her assignments, she could not due to the lack of 
childcare. Through a number of examples similar to this one, it became clear that it was 
not simply having a number of responsibilities that created barriers. Rather it was the lack 
of resources to meet the responsibilities that created barriers. Therefore, the larger, 
conceptual theme of resources to responsibilities ratio was created in order to accurately 
depict the descriptive codes and the interplay between them.  
  While a large number of democratization and diversion codes are housed within 
this theme, the empowerment theory codes assisted in creating the link between the 
codes. To some extent, if the interviews were viewed solely from the democratization and 
diversion codes, the interplay could have been more challenging to understand or 
identify. For example, through the theory of empowerment, the concept of individuals 
juggling many competing demands was able to be captured as a non-traditional strength, 
private trouble, and foundation on which to develop additional skills.  
Although saturation is often a term used by researchers, the practice can be 
elusive and often “lacks systematization” (Bowen, 2008, p.139). The commonly 
identified point of saturation is when the categories are well established by the existing 
data and additional data do not provide new categorizations or information (Charmaz, 
2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). I searched for new phenomena and new information that 
could expand the categorizations I was using but the categories remained relevant. 
Throughout these processes the conceptual models and categories were consistently 
checked to ensure accuracy by revisiting the original coded data ensuring that the 
analysis did not lose sight of the beliefs and perceptions espoused by the participants and 
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to assist with the refinement of the concepts (Spencer, Ritchie, & O’Connor, 2003). I then 
created flow charts in order to test the themes and look for cases that would disprove the 
themes (Appendix Q). Each of the students’ perceptions and descriptions were able to fit 
within the themes. Thus I determined the major categories answering the research 
questions in this dissertation reached the point of saturation and additional participants 
were not recruited.  
Validity  
Some techniques to negate researcher bias have been noted already in this 
chapter. Within qualitative research the attention given to the researcher within the study 
can vary from being completely omitted to an exploration of the researcher as a salient 
component to the research (Spencer, Ritchie, & O’Connor, 2003). I will address my role 
and my efforts to reduce my own bias briefly. In an effort to ensure I was not solely 
seeking the answers I imagined I would find, I strongly rooted my codes in two theories, 
yet I also allowed for information to arise that was unanticipated by the existing 
literature, theories, and myself through the use of ‘other’ categories (Meinefeld, 2004). 
Additionally, I asked questions related to one’s academic experiences as well as those 
outside of the academic realm in order to attempt to create a more holistic picture of the 
students’ daily activities and perceptions. The consultation of the theory enabled for a 
triangulation of the data as well (Lewis & Ritchie, 2003). As noted, my committee was 
consulted throughout the planning, implementation, and analysis of the data enabling 
multiple viewpoints and considerations to be taken into account throughout the research 
(Fernald & Duclos, 2005).  
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However, additional measures were taken as well. Throughout the study, “the 
verification strategies that ensure both reliability and validity” as laid out by Morse, 
Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers (2002, p.18) were implemented. First, it is important to 
ensure a logical fit between the methods and the research questions. In order to ensure 
this fit, a researcher needs to be open to modifying the question or methods in light of 
new information. In this study, the research question was modified and expanded in order 
to fit the data that were being discovered rather than injecting the initial bias and limited 
scope into the frame for the data. Second, a representative and knowledgeable sample 
needs to be recruited in order to answer the question and enable saturation. While the 
sampling was broad in scope, this did enable for a wide range of perspectives to be 
gathered from the larger heterogeneous community college population. Additionally, the 
overlap in perspectives amongst the diverse sample validated the saturation of the 
themes. Third, there should be a simultaneous collection and analysis of data. As I 
completed the interviews, I documented my observations in my field notes and reflected 
on the experiences related to the interviews and generally on the community college 
campus. Additionally, once the recruitment was complete at the first community college, 
I began to formally analyze the interviews. It was apparent from completing the 
interviews myself and in the initial analysis, that the categories would not achieve 
saturation from the initial 32 interviews. Therefore as I continued to analyze the data, I 
simultaneously continued recruitment and interviews at the second location. During the 
second round of interviews, the saturation of the categories was apparent, validating the 
second and third steps. Next Morse et al. (2002) argue there needs to be balance between 
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micro and macro perspectives. This was accomplished easily and consistently throughout 
the study through the employment of empowerment theory. As noted empowerment 
theory incorporates three levels of analysis consisting of the micro, mezzo, and macro 
and the interplay between the three. Finally, they encourage the advancement of theory to 
be considered. As noted, from the initial stages of analysis conceptual models were 
created in order to both inform the results and with the potential to inform the existing 
theory. Although qualitative methods are reflexive, following guidelines such as these 
and the steps as laid out by Braun & Clarke (2006) can assist in enhancing the validity of 
the research.  
Conclusion  
This chapter detailed the methods of this dissertation. First the formulation and 
reformulation of the research questions was presented. Next, the setting, participants, 
their recruitment, and protections were explained. Throughout the chapter, the pilot study 
was described which enabled the creation and testing of an instrument, the semi-
structured interview guide, and the codebooks to assist with the ultimate analysis.  
Finally, the research protocol and analysis were recounted.  The next chapter will cover 
the findings.  
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Chapter 4 Results 
The previous chapter detailed the analytic process that enabled the research 
questions to be answered. My first research question is what do current Pell Grant 
eligible community college students, who are meeting and are not meeting their 
institution’s criteria of SAP towards an AA degree, view as agents of diversion and 
democratization that impact their educational attainment? The three major themes of 
motivation, responsibilities to resources ratio, and informational capital, which were 
derived from the descriptive codes in the theoretically driven analysis, are presented in 
this chapter with relevant quotes to evidence their significance in answering the first 
research question. The vast majority of the codes informed the three salient themes. 
However, not all of the codes are presented here. The themes presented here are relevant 
across cases rather than being pertinent to a singular idiosyncratic case. When creating 
the community college student flow chart (Appendix Q) and considering the themes, each 
of the participants’ stories from this research aligned with the three themes. Whereas 
other potential themes did not appear relevant across cases, the three themes presented 
here reached the point of saturation as noted in the previous chapter.  
My second research question is what are the differences in perceptions between 
the two student groups, those meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP? The results from 
the cross-case comparison that was conducted is presented in this chapter noting 
quantifiable differences between students meeting SAP and students not meeting SAP in 
order to answer the second research question. Between group differences were discovered 
in three major areas: barriers external to the college, knowledge, and powerlessness. 
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These three themes complement and to some extent overlap with the results to the first 
research question.   
In order to comprehensively answer the research questions, the results chapter is 
broken into two major sections. First, the identified agents of democratization and 
diversion are explored. The themes with their corresponding categories and subcategories 
are included. As noted, the major themes included in the agents of democratization and 
diversion section include motivation, responsibilities to resources ratio, and informational 
capital. Each of these sections is organized by the theoretical framework that assisted in 
its creation. In some cases it was exclusively one theory and in others the analysis 
necessitated the two theories to be used in conjunction in order to create a sufficient 
picture of the students’ experiences and perceptions. The first theme of motivation details 
sources of motivation and how the social network can impact one’s level of motivation. 
Next, the responsibilities to resources ratio section explores the areas of family, work, 
transportation, financial aid, and the community college. Additionally, the interplay 
between these areas is considered from the student perspective often creating a ‘tug of 
war.’ Finally, in the first half of the chapter, the theme of informational capital is 
explained. Similar to the motivation section, the many sources of informational capital 
are examined and organized by their theoretical foundations.  
In the second half of the chapter, the comparison between the students meeting 
SAP and those not meeting SAP is explored. The comparison section begins by 
examining the categorizations themselves and then explains the three themes. Differences 
were found in barriers external to the college, knowledge, and powerlessness. Within 
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each themed section, examples from students meeting SAP and students not meeting SAP 
are presented to contextualize the themes. The powerlessness section is additionally 
broken into three categories: feeling powerless; powerlessness in social network or 
family; and structural components of powerlessness. Because these themes are data 
driven, they are therefore organized around the frequency of their occurrence rather than 
a theoretical framework. No argument is made to qualify the differences in experiences 
between the two student groups (i.e., feeling powerless in this way is worse than in 
another way). Within this section, I simply note there is a difference in the frequency in 
which one student group spoke about a topic compared to the other (i.e. students not 
meeting SAP were more likely to speak about powerlessness). Conclusions beyond that 
are outside of the scope of this study.     
Because there were not major differences between the institutions and also in an 
effort to decrease the opportunity to identify the participants and the community colleges, 
students will not be identifiable by community college 1 or community college 2. The 
two groups of students, those meeting SAP or not meeting SAP, were initially recruited 
to ensure a broad range of students was interviewed about their perceptions of enablers 
and barriers. I did not want one group of students to skew the results, instead I wanted 
them to be comprehensive and generalizable, to some extent, to the community college 
student population. This decision will be further expounded upon in the section covering 
the categorizations themselves. Throughout the majority of the results section, students 
will be identified only by their self-selected pseudonym with the exception of the 
comparison section. There, students will be identified by their pseudonym and their group 
112	
	
of meeting SAP or not meeting SAP to permit cross case comparisons. There is a blend 
of students from both groups represented throughout the results section.  
Agents of Democratization and Diversion  
Three major themes of barriers and enablers for students were identified. Each of 
these could be viewed on a continuum with one end being more likely to assist students 
(i.e. agents of democratization) and the other more likely to cause a hindrance to students 
(i.e. agents of diversion). Students with higher levels of motivation were perceived as 
more likely to be successful than those will lower levels. Thus possessing moderate to 
high levels of motivation could be considered an agent of democratization and a lack of 
motivation an agent of diversion. The students’ social networks were also identified 
because of the potential impact on students’ motivational levels. The students’ friends, 
girlfriends, and boyfriends could enhance students’ motivation or serve as a distraction, 
thereby, decreasing motivation. The second theme is the ratio of responsibilities to 
resources in a student’s life. Students with access to enough resources to meet or exceed 
the level of demands in their lives were perceived as more likely to make progress 
towards their educational goals. Inadequate access to resources was more likely to be 
perceived as an agent of diversion, negatively impacting their studies. Within this theme 
a subcategory of the ‘tug of war’ that occurs for these students is also explored. The final 
theme in the agents of democratization and diversion section is the possession of 
informational capital. Unlike the motivation and responsibilities to resources ratio 
themes, informational capital was not always explicitly espoused as a barrier or enabler 
by students. However, students spoke frequently about their knowledge, understanding, 
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ignorance, and confusion on how to navigate the community college both inside and 
outside of the classroom. Therefore, possessing informational capital was viewed as an 
agent of democratization and a lack of this informational capital, an agent of diversion. 
However, the idea of decision makers within higher education lacking a sufficient 
understanding of community college students is also presented as an agent of diversion.   
Motivation. 
All of the participants believed that a student must possess some level of 
motivation in order to make successful progress towards a degree, and many of the 
students talked about their own determination to achieve their educational goals. The 
empowerment codes informed this general requirement of motivation for students. First 
in this section, motivation as a theme will be explored generally and then the theory 
guided categorizations detailing the sources of motivation that were discovered are 
explained. Finally, the social network as supporting the student’s level of motivation or 
distracting the student from her studies will be explained.   
Motivation served both as a prompt to begin, as well as, to continue pursuing an 
education. Big Daddy explained the importance of self-motivation, “…if you don’t care, 
don’t nobody else will care. So you gotta care about your education and your goals first 
before anybody else could even give you any attention on it.” Cecilie Johnson noted, 
“I’m my own motivation, cuz I know who I want to be…I have to make it happen…” 
Chanell believed it is great to have people who support you but ultimately the 
responsibility is on the student, “…when you’re writin’ that paper at twelve midnight it’s 
only you.” Zayn stated, “…it really depends on the student…what they’re even wanting 
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out of school…if you want a degree, you’re gonna hafta work hard for it.” Maria Rios 
joked that she does not let anything get in the way of her schooling, including her 
children being sick, “…are they coughing blood? No. They’re fine. Even if they are 
coughing blood, I’ll pick them up at six and then rush ‘em to the emergency room.”  
Similarly when Sarah thinks about dropping out, she reminds herself she has come too far 
to stop now: 
I said to myself, “You’re crazy, because you’ve come this far, and to give up now 
because you’re having one bad day, or one bad week, or one bad class, or 
semester. It’s not worth it. You might be hitting a speed bump in the road but to 
let all that work go to waste is not worth it.” It’s really not…But do I think about 
dropping out? All the time. [laughs] 
 
Students perceived students as barriers if they were lacking this motivation. 
Addyson stated, “…I’ve seen some kids just not care.” David Restrepo, like other 
students, believes students who do not make it are, “…lazy or they just don’t put any 
effort into trying hard.” Tyrell Davis explained, “…I’m my own worst enemy. I have 
gotten in the way…by just not pushin’ as hard as I should. Procrastination is my best 
friend. [chuckles]” Sergio Celis believes it is the motivation of the student that can make 
the difference, even over intelligence: 
I should say their persistence, because there is some students are smarter than 
other students, and there is big diversity, but at the end of everything, what matter 
is if a student can be responsible, if he can really focus…and if he really want to 
do it…really cares. 
 
Gennaro explained it simply, “…if you’re not motivated, you can’t meet a goal.” JoJo 
noted, “…they have to want to put the extra time in. If they don’t wanna put the extra 
time, they’re not gonna get what they need out of the class.” Alex Smith described 
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students who were not succeeding as, “Not studying. Always late to class…hangin’ out 
with the wrong crowd. Not using this as an advantage.”  
Sources of motivation. 
Three major sources of motivation were discovered through the democratization 
and diversion framework: to repay a family debt; to serve as an example for others; and 
to pull one’s family out of poverty. The empowerment codes assisted in identifying one’s 
own personal interest in education as a category, and the two theories in conjunction 
enabled the category of pursuing education as an ultimatum to be produced. Each of these 
categories will be briefly explored.  
Democratization and diversion.  
As noted, the democratization and diversion coding highlighted three sources of 
motivation and the subsequent categories were created. Each is detailed briefly.   
Repay a family debt. 
Some participants felt an obligation to repay their parents for the sacrifices they 
made to enable the participants to have the opportunity to pursue an education. Abby 
wanted to serve as an example, make up for her brother not taking advantage of 
opportunities, and repay her mother for her sacrifices:  
My goal is to finish college. Get a bachelor’s, get a master’s, get everything, I 
have to, I have to. And I set that for myself and my mother, like I have to. Cuz in 
order for her to come down from Cuba and you know try to give us a good 
education, knowing that my brother failed in that part, cuz my bother… cuz he’s a 
lost case, let’s not even worry about that. But me, I need to set an example for my 
sisters. And you know go on for her and be able to provide for my mother, cuz 
she’s gone through so much, so I have to, I have to, I wouldn’t drop out. 
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Dahanna’s parents made sacrifices to pay for her to attend private school in Haiti. She 
referred to doing well in school now and gaining an education as her job. When a staffing 
agency called her to work, she explained, “I say, ‘I’m not available. I’m working.’ They 
say, ‘You’re working? What kind of job do you have?’ ‘It’s school. The school is my 
job.’” She also viewed the financial aid as a contract and thus her “responsibility” to take 
seriously. She explained, “Now I’m taking my responsibility. It’s my time. I want to 
complete everything. That’s my goal.”  
Serve as an example. 
Many participants wanted to serve as an example for others to pursue their 
educations as noted by the democratization and diversion codes. For instance, Shannon 
hopes “to inspire” her husband, her brother-in-law, and her twin sister to go to college. 
For participants who had school age children, sometimes their children would request to 
see their grades. Even if their children did not ask to see their grades, the parents reported 
they would feel hypocritical asking their kids to achieve A’s if they are not doing the 
same. Anais Sierra explained, “…how do I tell my daughter to stay in school if I don’t 
stay in school?”  
Pull families out of poverty. 
The final category of motivation created with the sole assistance of the 
democratization and diversion lens was the responsibility students felt to either pull their 
families out of poverty or create a better life for the next generation. Maria Anderson’s 
parents push her to do well in school she believes because, “they just want to get out of 
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the hood [laughs].” Katie Gee finds both motivation and stress in the responsibility she 
feels for assisting her family:  
…my family’s my motivation, cuz I have to do what I have to do so that I can put 
them on top one day… so that they can live well. Like in Dominican Republic, 
my family’s really poor, and they’re all depending on me over here, like, “well 
you’re the only one in college and you’re the one in America, so”…That’s a lot of 
pressure…sometimes I freak out. But I have to… like, when I don’t do so well on 
tests I have to like just do everything possible to do better. Because if I don’t pass 
and I don’t get these degrees, who’s gonna be there for my family? 
 
Children were also noted as a motivating factor for parents. Anais Sierra wants to be able 
to take care of her daughter and provide a stable living environment for her so she 
believes she has to complete her education, “I know that I can’t provide for her if I do 
just quit and work at McDonalds for the rest of my life…” Even children who were on 
the way served as motivation for Imani Jones, Leonard Johnson, and Wilou Adrien. 
Wilou was overflowing with excitement as he spoke about his unborn child and how 
seriously he took his upcoming responsibility:  
…for me it’s a source of motivation. I say, ok, if I’m gonna have a baby…I have 
to be able to take care of this baby. So…even in the summer time I have to take 
six classes. I don’t need another life, I don’t need a life out of the school, you 
know? And then I have to be ready. 
 
Empowerment. 
An internal drive to pursue one’s education was noted by a handful of students 
and teased out from the data via the empowerment codes. Some students were just 
naturally curious and interested in learning more about the world. Socrates wants to 
become more educated and he thought this was a reasonable goal for everyone, “…I 
don’t want to be an ignorant person, I want to be educated…As I think everybody should 
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want to be educated. [laughing] Make the world a better place.”  
Theories in conjunction.  
However, education was not always pursued with vigor due to internal forces. The 
empowerment theories in conjunction with the democratization and diversion codes 
enabled education as an ultimatum to be developed as a final category within the source 
of motivation. For example, some participants always knew they would attend college 
because their parents instilled that belief in them or provided them with an ultimatum. 
Gennaro’s mother made it clear to him, “…if I don’t go to school, or get a job I gotta 
move out. And right now I’m not payin’ rent, so school’s not sounding so bad. [laughs]” 
Others dreamed of being professionals in fields that required a college education. Both 
Lani Winters and Marlen understood, in order to reach their goals of becoming nurse 
anesthetists, they needed to complete a formal education through graduate school. Some 
students viewed school as necessary in order to enter most professions in the US and their 
motivation was the ultimate goal of having a career whether they agreed that a formal 
education was necessary or not. Maria Rios had this realization when she was fired from 
her job: 
When I lost my job…it wasn’t that I lost my job, it was how they said it, “You’re 
dispensable.” Like, oh, so you’re telling me, because I’m not a doctor I’m not 
good enough. It’s like [pause], you know what? I need a career where I have a 
degree…and you can’t tell me I’m dispensable. You know? 
 
Low-wage jobs without benefits that could be physically taxing were the only job 
opportunities for participants who lacked formal education. Again, this presented an 
ultimatum for participants to obtain a formal education to move up or remain in low 
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paying employment. Thus, their dislike of their jobs served as motivation to further their 
educations and potentially increase their quality of life, understanding a degree was a 
requirement to enter into these higher-level positions. After graduating from a technical, 
for-profit institution and passing the state exam, JoJo worked as a massage therapist for 
ten years. She was working as an independent contractor until her hours and consequently 
wages were cut by about 75%, “…I wasn’t making any money, so I was like, ‘Yeah, I 
have to go back to school.’” Gaby moved back in with her parents in her late 20’s in 
order to quit her job at Wal-Mart, “…I wasn’t happy working where I was. I was making 
ok money, but it’s not what I want. I want to be somewhere where I’m not working for 
the rest of my life…” Chanell joked about her previous work in a factory in Tennessee, “I 
was eighteen, nineteen, twenty...I’m makin’ the big bucks. But not knowing I am [laughs] 
hurting my feet, back hurting. This is like modern-day slavery. [laughs] But I think I’m 
makin’ the big bucks, you know.” 
Social network. 
Motivation is a dynamic characteristic, and the people in the students’ social 
network were identified as a potentially strong influence on one’s level of motivation. 
Therefore, the students’ social networks were identified as a subcategory because of their 
potential impact on students’ motivational levels. The majority of participants (n=58) 
described the students’ social environment as potentially enhancing the level of 
motivation and as a potential distraction to the students’ academic progress. Friends, 
girlfriends, and boyfriends were discovered as serving as both agents of democratization 
and diversion primarily through the democratization and diversion codes although not 
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exclusively. At times, these people in the students’ lives could be considered a support, 
pushing the students to do well in their studies, and at other times, they were a distraction 
pulling at the students’ time or focus.  
Support. 
Again both theoretical frameworks assisted in identifying friends, girlfriends, and 
boyfriends as providing emotional support through both encouraging words and 
motivating participants by their example. Lisa’s friends push her to do well: 
…whenever I’m kinda just like tired or whatever, they like kick me and they’re 
like, “Just stop being lazy, like just do it.”…or we’ll create some sort of 
motivation for ourselves. Like if we finish to this point, then we’ll go out and do 
something.  
 
For Addyson just seeing her friends graduate with their master’s pushes her, “If they’re 
doing good, I wanna do good.” For others, the encouragement for education was more 
subtle. Friends sometimes provided prompts for the student to begin taking classes for the 
first time or to begin taking classes again. Big Daddy’s friends would often tease him in a 
motivating way by saying, “….go in the house cuz you know you gotta get ready for 
school tomorrow…” Jonathan Valton found emotional support from his friends helpful 
although his social network has not always been supportive: 
…also kinda need the mental support sometimes, like someone saying, “Good 
job,” or, “Keep going,” you know stuff like that. I guess people are coming 
around, some people don’t understand going to school, like, “Oh man just do it 
later,” stuff like that. They don’t understand you have to actually do it now or else 
it ain’t gonna happen ‘cuz stuff piles up and next thing you know you’ve got 
zeros and incompletes and that doesn’t help you at all… 
 
Some of the students consciously tried to create new social circles related to the 
community college. Larry Joseph purposefully became involved with the student clubs 
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and has been active in a religious student group. He is trying to make new friends and do 
things differently: 
I’m tryin’ to see if I can get like some people around me who could kinda help me 
with my classes now…I useta get in trouble….if you stay in trouble, you’re not 
getting nowhere…I see all my friends, I don’t see where they’re goin’.…so if I 
want to change, I had to get a job, get in college, and with college come 
opportunities and new people. I had to change the way I think…And if you keep 
doin’ the same thing, you’re gonna get the same results. So I have to change what 
I do, so I can get different results… 
 
Gaby viewed it similarly but focused more on the academic student groups, “I joined 
clubs…I did the honors, I did PTK…keeping the pressure on me to keep my GPA at a 
point…where it is acceptable for…other colleges…if you surround people that think this 
way, you start to think this way.” 
Girlfriends and boyfriends also provided support and encouragement for the 
participants. Dahanna’s “man” does not let her slack and reminds her of her goals even 
when she “tries” him, “I say, ‘OK, today I can’t feel good to go to school. I feel tired’ or 
‘I have headache…I can’t go to school.’” He tells her to take some aspirin and lay down. 
Then:  
…after ten or fifteen minutes, he call me back, “How you feel?” I say “Ok. I feel 
better.” “Ok. Go back to school…You always tell me, the first day I meet 
you…school, you’re supposed to do it. Just do it…” I say, “Oh my God, this 
guy.” [laughs] 
 
When Madison Dixon was devastated that she did not pass her remedial math course, she 
called her boyfriend who assisted her:  
…I was hysterically crying and I called him and I was like, “I give up. I can’t do 
it anymore,” and he just gave me other options. He was like you know, “Maybe 
you should take it easy. Maybe you should stop working, get a tutor, and you 
know just take one class and go day by day. Just don’t think about it all at once,” 
so he’s what pushed me to stay in school and continue to get my education. 
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Distraction. 
Social networks served as a support but also a distraction for students as noted by 
both theoretical frameworks. Students did not commonly speak about their own friends as 
interfering with their studies, rather they explained that friends could be a barrier for 
other students. Gordon Rainsey was an exception to this. He specifically discussed how 
he played basketball and hung out with friends more than he studied which he now 
realizes needs to change in order for him to do well in his classes. He described what gets 
in the way for him and other students:   
…Probably the same thing as me. Friends, distractions…maybe like they’re like 
clubbing…Lotta outside-of-school activities, they feel like…they can shove 
school aside and then focus more on those plans then when the time comes they 
can get back to school, and probably gonna be too late by then… 
 
In addition to friends, boyfriend and girlfriends were described as possible 
distractions. Only female interviewees noted specific semesters in which they did poorly 
due to a heterosexual romantic relationship or “drama” with a boyfriend. Male 
interviewees more commonly noted “girls” as a general distraction. Stephanie Cervantes 
neglected her studies when she had a boyfriend: 
…at the time I had a boyfriend…he was a bad influence in my life…we would 
fight over dumb stuff you know…he was a really good liar too…he would tell me 
that he’s not with the mother of his child and I would believe him…my dumb self 
would believe a guy that…would fill my ears with like sweet things…I guess I 
wasn’t really thinking about school that time... 
 
Motivation in its many forms was perceived by Pell Grant eligible community 
college students to be a democratizing agent, and one that was required for students to 
achieve their educational goals. Empowerment theory assisted in bringing this general 
requirement of motivation to light. Repaying a familial debt, serving as an example, and 
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pulling one’s family out of poverty were categories identified through the exclusive use 
of the democratization and diversion codes. A personal interest in pursuing an education 
was created with the assistance of the empowerment codes, and a coerced pursuit of 
education was identified through both theoretical frameworks. Individuals in the 
students’ social networks were described as potential agents of democratization and 
diversion depending on the impact on the students’ motivational level also through the 
theories being used in conjunction. However, motivation was not sufficient alone to 
enable students to be successful.  
Responsibilities to resources ratio.  
 In addition to motivation, participants also believed students needed access to 
sufficient resources in order to meet their needs and focus on their studies. This was a 
major focus for students and will be comprehensively explored. First the balance, or 
imbalance, between responsibilities and resources in students’ lives will be considered in 
the following areas: family, work, transportation, financial aid, and at the community 
college. While for organizational purposes, these are presented as general categorizations, 
the overlap and pull that occurs in students’ lives is obvious. Therefore, the ‘tug of war’ 
that these areas can create, each vying for the student’s attention, will be examined 
throughout and to conclude this section.  
Families. 
Families offered critical support and also required significant amounts of time and 
energy from students. Family is defined as family of orientation (family one was raised 
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by), procreation (spouses or co-parent), and fictive kin (cohabitating partners of the same 
or different sexes) (Seccombe, 2014). In some cases, families had access to enough 
resources that they could share them with the participants. In other cases, entire families 
were attempting to cope with poverty; therefore, students were more commonly drawn 
upon to contribute to the family’s immediately presenting needs, rather than the family 
being able to provide support enabling the students to focus on their studies. The 
democratization and diversion codes were employed singularly and also in collaboration 
with empowerment framework. This section is organized by theories beginning with 
democratization and diversion.   
Democratization and diversion.  
Two subcategories were identified via the democratization and diversion codes in 
the larger family category: children and families as unable to support students. A brief 
overview of each is provided.  
Children. 
Being a parent of younger children was often perceived as creating a barrier to 
obtaining one’s education because of the responsibility associated with their care. Honest 
Angel has put off attending college because of her children. The challenging nature of 
juggling being a parent and a student was alleviated to some extent with access to stable 
childcare. Some students had access to formal childcare through a school, daycare, or 
paid babysitter, while others were able to access informal childcare through co-parents or 
other family members (most commonly mothers of the students were noted). This could 
look very different for the students depending on what resources they did or did not have 
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access to. For instance, Anais Sierra had access to formal childcare during the day while 
she was at work and school and also access to informal childcare through her mother 
when she needed to study. JoJo had access to informal childcare for her youngest child 
only through her mother. This meant JoJo needed to schedule her courses, studying, and 
her meetings with financial aid and academic advisors around her mother’s work 
schedule, and it was not a perfect system. The day I met JoJo, there was a 
miscommunication between her and her mother, so JoJo had her young child with her on 
campus, which she tries to avoid. Others like, Anna Smith, did not have access to formal 
or informal childcare. Sometimes she feels like dropping out when she is overwhelmed, 
and while she knows her husband is supportive of her education, she does not believe he 
understands how challenging it can be for her to be a full-time mother, who is also a full-
time student, without access to childcare:  
…When I get stressed out, I’m just like, “Oh my gosh,” like my husband and I 
have had lots, lots of disagreements…I tell him, like, “You’re not here, like it’s 
not easy [laughs], you don’t know, these kids run around the house,” and he’s 
like, “You have to do your work.”…I was [banging noise in the background] like, 
“I know, I have to do work, but it’s just not that easy”…Most of my tests I could 
do a whole lot better but almost all my tests’ time, [toddler crying] they’re timed 
online. And they time out, because I’m like I’ll put him down for a nap, or I log 
on and something will happen, and I’ll have to take care of the kids, and my test is 
like runnin’ out on me. [toddler crying] And [toddler crying] so they’re runnin’ 
around the house going crazy, and I’m like tryin’ to read, and they’re breakin’ my 
concentration, and it’s really difficult…he’s just like, “Do the work, do the 
work”…I feel as though…he could be more helpful where the children are 
concerned, because even when I have sat down, [toddler crying] and he’s taking 
care of them…and I’m like, “Please, I cannot concentrate.”…I feel like we all 
could probably come together a little bit more. [toddler crying] 
 
Conversely, adult children, who did not require the same level of care, in some 
cases provided a prompt for the student to enroll in college. This was true for Alexis 
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Bermudez and for Porsha. For Porsha, her two sons, who attend the community college, 
and her 16 year old daughter are more independent which has freed up time in her life for 
her to attend, “So I had the kids and all of that, and they started growin’ up and goin’ off 
to college themselves, and I thought to myself, ‘OK. What am I gonna do?’”  
Families unable to support. 
While many shared stories of support, this, unfortunately, was not the case for all 
of the students interviewed. In some cases, families needed more help than they were able 
to offer. Abby’s mom made many sacrifices during her life in order to create an 
opportunity for Abby to pursue her education but due to unanticipated events and life 
circumstances, Abby has a tremendous amount of responsibility on her shoulders without 
much support. Abby is the primary caregiver for her younger sisters, who call her 
“mom,” and also for her mother: 
… my mom just got a mastectomy done cuz she had breast cancer… my brother 
is nowhere to be found. So I have to take care of my sisters, I have to take care of 
my mom, I have to take care of the house, and I had to work more than 
everything. So I was doubling up on work and you know and then school at the 
same time…I have to, cuz nobody else is doing it. … that’s one of the reasons 
why you know like I failed almost every class. And I know it’s not me so it’s kind 
of depressing, cuz… I’m a good student, I know I’m a good student…and I try to 
keep it strong, but it’s just very difficult and I was taking like three or four classes 
at the same time, so it was hard… I couldn’t talk to my mom about it, cuz if I talk 
to her about it, it would stress her, and the doctor said she doesn’t need stress and 
so she can recover and all that stuff, you know and I have barely anybody to talk 
to cuz my dad is in Las Vegas…we don’t talk. 
 
Maria Anderson’s parents want her to do well in school and also bring in money to assist 
with the household bills, and she feels like she cannot do it all, “… they want you to do 
good, but then they want you to have money at the same time. Like, ‘Why don’t you have 
money?!’ and all of that. Like, ‘I’m busy helping you, like don’t you see it?’” Iace 
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Johnson’s family was encouraging of his schooling but they also fell on hard times, 
which interfered with his focus on his education:  
I was going through a lot of things at the house…I was one of the sole 
breadwinners in my house. My brother wasn’t working at the time and my mom’s 
hours got cut and you know we’re trying to make sure all the bills were taken care 
of. So it was basically the people working were me, my sister, and my dad. So my 
dad, he works two jobs, he would take care of the mortgages and he’ll take care of 
the insurance and then me and my sister would take care of all the other bills, the 
groceries, and then since my brother wasn’t working, we would pay all his 
bills…so at that time, I was working three jobs. I was working at the college, I 
was working at a restaurant, and then after that you know I’ve always been a DJ 
and a photographer, so during the weekends I’d be doing that. So I wasn’t 
sleeping…I was trying to work and do school, which wasn’t balancing out…after 
that it got overwhelming to the point where I couldn’t… I wasn’t functioning. 
Like my GPA took a hard turn, and everything, like I had a 3.5 music GPA and 
then it dropped to like a 2.7, 2.2…Because I failed some classes and I’m noticing 
everybody looks at me like you’re a music major, you never failed any music 
classes, until that semester. 
 
Similarly, when Ann Peter began at the community college when she was 19 years old, 
she had a baby and her grandfather died. Her family wanted to help but she ended up not 
passing and withdrawing from her courses: 
…I mean, they tried to help out as much as they could, but all of us had full-time 
jobs… At the time, me and well now my husband, we both only had one car, and 
we were both working, going to school, trying to find a babysitter, it was just like 
too much in one year. 
Theories in conjunction.  
The democratization and diversion codes were applied in unison with the 
empowerment codes to produce additional subcategories including: tangible and 
emotional support from families and families as unsupportive of students. 	
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Tangible and emotional support from families. 
Families were often noted as providing both tangible and emotional support to the 
participants. For some participants, their parents were able to provide tangible supports 
including free room and board. For others, parents may have offered emotional support or 
encouragement for the student. Gordon Rainsey’s mother supports him financially so he 
can focus on his studies and she also graduated cum laude at the local state university. 
She has been a huge support and motivation for Gordon:  
… my mom has always been there for me. My mom’s always pushed me to 
become something positive in life, instead of me being one of the guys who are in 
prison, or doing the bad things out on the streets. My mom’s always pushed me, 
made me hang with the proper crowd, always telling me to make sure you hang 
with the people who sit in the front of the class not in the back. Make sure you sit 
with the people who are always studying and doing their work. Don’t hang with 
the low-lives, people who are always in trouble. She’s always put things in my 
head to make sure I wasn’t doing the wrong thing.  
 
In some cases family members kept tabs on the students, knowing when the student had 
assignments to complete or generally encouraging the students to focus on their classes. 
This was the case with Leonard Johnson’s mom and live-in girlfriend, who was pregnant 
with his child. They were financially supporting Leonard, who was recently released 
from prison, and encouraging him to focus on his studies, “…they push me…if I’m 
slackin’, and she [girlfriend] know I have somethin’ to do she like, ‘Get right, you got 
stuff to do, get your homework right.’” While Jack assists in contributing to family bills, 
his family also provides support for him, “I got a nice supportin’ cast around me…” Jill 
needed to create familial supports for herself since she aged out of the foster care system, 
but she sees a difference now that she has them: 
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…creating a family for myself…I think that was the biggest difference from the 
time that I started college to…where I am at now…I have a support system and I 
think that’s the hardest part of trying to achieve any goal…who’s there to help 
you hold yourself accountable…I felt so isolated and so alone in the beginning… 
 
Romantic partners also played a significant role in the support and demands 
placed on the participants.’ Lee and her boyfriend live together and have taken turns 
studying full-time and supporting one another. Once her boyfriend finished his degree 
and saw how Lee’s grades were slipping because she was working full-time and assisting 
with the care of her grandparents, he pushed her to cut back her work hours: 
…we both agreed on it…I was the one working full-time while he worked part-
time at a restaurant…he was able to continue on because he was working part-
time. And I was working still full-time, so pretty much we both balance helping 
each other out financially. So now like he’s flipped it around, where he’s the one 
who forced me to take a part-time job instead of full-time, so I could finish 
school… he’s just like, “I don’t get it…You were the straight-A student from 
school, an’ then all of a sudden like what’s going on,” and I was just like, 
“There’s other things to worry about,” so.  
 
Milagros Duran noticed a difference from her ex-girlfriend, who was not enrolled in 
college, to her current live-in girlfriend who is completing her bachelor’s degree at the 
community college. Before Milagros and her girlfriend were doing their own things, but 
now even though she and her current girlfriend are working on different degrees, it is 
something they have in common which creates more of an understanding when they have 
deadlines and pressures related to their academics.  
Families as unsupportive. 
Not all families were supportive of the students generally or related to school. 
Less commonly students spoke about their families being outright unsupportive or 
abusive to them; however it did come up. Asha White described her mother as “mean and 
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nasty.” Anna Smith stated that she came from a “broken home” and that her only goal 
after graduating high school was to move out: 
I so desperately wanted to get away from my home. [laughs] Once I left my 
mom’s house…that was it. That was my long-term, short-time, [Toddler talking] 
that, that was my goal in life, was just to get away from my mom’s house… my 
goal with the stress and everything we grew up with as children, was just to get 
away from my mom’s house. Once I did get away, I was like, “Oh, you know, 
just, this is awesome.” [laughs] I could just go to work, I can pay bills. [Toddler 
fighting in background] Life. 
 
Lola White’s parents were supportive of her generally but not of her pursuing a college 
education. Both of her parents were entrepreneurs in their own right and did not have 
formal college educations in the US: 
I feel like they don’t care at all. Like my dad…he would prefer for me to…go to 
real estate school right now, actually…he would say, a degree doesn’t mean a 
good job. Because right now he doesn’t work as a doctor, he works as an 
entrepreneur, he has a business in Moscow, so he kind of… that’s his way of 
thinking like school isn’t the… not that it’s not the right way to go, but you have 
other options besides school… he’s not the kind of parent to really care and 
neither is my mom. My mom… she’s always trying to get me into all kinds of 
businesses, like go to beauty school to do eyelash extensions, something like 
that… or she was um endorsing a product that’s called [name] and she lost 40 lbs. 
on it and now she’s endorsing it like it’s like this whole system, and she wanted 
me to do that, too. And I don’t want to do that, you know, I want to be in school 
and find my own way. 
 
 The students interviewed believed families could play a major role in the 
students’ lives, with the potential to both help and hinder their educational progress. 
Support came in the form of emotional support and in more tangible forms like free 
housing. Although the minority of experiences, some students were not emotionally 
supported by their families. As noted, more commonly, families lived in poverty 
necessitating students to be active contributors to the household bills, which meant they 
needed to work.     
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Work. 
The majority of the participants interviewed worked at least part-time. Some 
worked full-time jobs or multiple jobs equating to full-time employment without benefits. 
Others worked beyond the typical full-time employment, working upwards of 40 hours a 
week, in some cases as many as 65 hours per week. Some students felt minimal pressure 
to be employed working to pay for their gas, car insurance, or ‘going out’ money. Other 
students lived independently and supported themselves, paying their own rent and 
expenses with their earned incomes, and others worked to assist in supporting their 
families. Work environments ranged from extremely supportive and flexible around the 
student’s course schedule to completely inflexible and ignoring the participant’s needs on 
any level. This area will again be organized by theory beginning with democratization 
and diversion and then moving into the subcategories identified through the theories 
being used in conjunction with one another.  
Democratization and diversion. 
Albeit for a small number of students, the democratization and diversion 
framework identified the subcategory of work as unnecessary.	
Work as unnecessary. 
A minority of students did not have to work, creating more time for them, at least 
in theory, to study. Princess Campbell’s parents are happy supporting her financially so 
long as she is in school. Quitting her job offered her more time, “…not that I used it in 
the right way [laughs]…But [laughs] it did free up some time...I’m a crammer when it 
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comes to studying…” Maria Rios also quit her job to attend school and she notices a 
difference, “I’m more focused on my assignments. I’m more on top of my assignments.”  
Theories in conjunction. 
Two additional subcategories were identified through the utilization of both the 
empowerment and democratization codes. They are work as interfering with schooling 
and work as flexible with schooling. 
Work as interfering. 
Work interfered for students in a number of ways. Students were often tired due 
to work. In some cases, this equated to falling asleep in class or having a hard time 
focusing in class after working a labor-intensive job in the Florida sun all day. Some 
participants worked the night shift before coming to school without any sleep. 
Additionally, some students were hard workers and were therefore called into work 
unexpectedly or they felt a constant pressure to say yes to an employer putting their 
academics to the side.  
Most commonly though work was noted as generally taking up too much time in 
students’ lives, inhibiting their ability to focus on their studies. Franco was working 40-
50 hours per week. While his official title is server, he often fills in for the supervisors 
when they are not there, and “…they’re never there…” He believes his life would be 
easier, “If I didn’t have to work. [laughs and exhales].” Ashli watched her brother obtain 
all A’s over the summer, potentially because he did not have to work, and had an 
emotional reaction, “I do get jealous sometimes! [laughs]” 
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Yet many of the participants needed to work, and when a low wage job without 
benefits was their only option, they felt stuck. This was the case for some of the students 
who were working at fast food franchises. Stephanie Cervantes has been working at a 
national pizza franchise for three years, without a raise, to support herself and contribute 
to household bills. She feels afraid to ask for a raise and also afraid to ask for a day off 
from her boss who would commonly “yell” at her. Additionally, she viewed her work as 
requiring her assistance in a way that her college did not, “…they needed me more than 
school.” Larry Joseph similarly works at a national fast food hamburger franchise making 
minimum wage. He works to pay his own bills and also to send money to his brother who 
lives in Haiti. He wants to earn a college education in order to obtain better employment 
opportunities but right now has limited options and bills to pay, as he lives on his own.  
Work as flexible.  
 Students who were able to find flexible jobs often knew they were a commodity 
to be valued. Others created unique opportunities for themselves to make money, and 
some even found a beneficial connection in working at the community college. Students 
noted they stay at their jobs specifically for the flexibility, even if they did not like other 
aspects of the job. This was the case for Jamunji Vick who worked at a car wash, “…one 
of the main reasons I’m with them, ‘cause they’re very flexible. Yeah, I can just tell them 
that, you know, got a new class, or…I got a project to work on.” Zayn has an atypical but 
potentially ideal situation with his work, which included affordable childcare and a 
flexible work schedule for his courses. He works for a small company in which the boss 
is very supportive of her employees: 
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…my boss…she’ll do anything to make sure that, not just me, but all of her 
employees who work for her focus on school and family if that’s their, you know, 
their focuses. She gives me days off…I know that a lot of people don’t get that. 
And, so, I’m not leaving there. [laughs] 
 
Since it is a child care center, Zayn’s boss also offers childcare at a discounted rate for 
the employees, “Usually it’s about $150 a week…and then an employee gets about $130 
as their discount, and then she really brought it down where it was affordable for me…to 
$50 [laughs] a week…it’s been a blessing [laughs]…” Some students had unorthodox 
jobs that enabled them flexibility. Wilou Adrien, an attorney in Haiti, assisted in 
facilitating adoptions and other legal matters with his attorney friends back home and 
clients in the US. Shelly babysits and also buys and sells products on eBay. She described 
herself as a “‘hustler’ [chuckles].” Further, working at the community college provided 
an additional connection to the school and in some cases other benefits. Some of the 
students worked in either a full-time or part-time capacity at the community college 
(n=8). The students who worked in Student Life noted that the department viewed their 
school as coming first, so their work schedule was flexed around their courses. Others 
who were not currently working at the community college wished they were and many 
participants generally believed the institution should create more opportunities for 
students to work on campus.  
A student’s work status and experiences were described as impacting students’ 
studies with three major categories noted work as inflexible, work as flexible, and no 
work. Traveling to work, as well as, the community college campus was an important 
resource for students as well.    
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Transportation. 
The democratization and diversion codes were used alone to identify students’ 
transportation resources and responsibilities. Access to adequate transportation was a 
needed resource for students, and when it was available, it served as an agent of 
democratization. Some students had to be creative in their modes of transportation while 
others had their own car, which enabled transportation to and from campus easily. 
Chanell recently purchased a car but prior to that she was open to any form of 
transportation in order to travel to campus, “…before it was the bus. Taxi. Plane, train, air 
boat [laughs]…” Chanell’s roommate would also allow Chanell to borrow her car while 
she was at work. Most of the students who did have cars were excited to have access to 
one even if it was “a little car” (Wilou Adrien). Gennaro was happy to show me the keys 
to his recently purchased car from his neighbor who is older and cannot drive anymore, 
“I’m so excited, I just bought…a 2003 Honda Civic…mint conditions…27,000 
miles…’cause on my budget I was only gonna be able to afford like some drugmobile…” 
Of course, additional expenses accompany a car and some students noted they had to 
ensure they were working enough hours in order to keep up with car related expenses 
including payments, insurance, and gas.  
Initially Princess Campbell was sharing rides with her family, often taking her 
sister or mom to work and then using their car to travel to the campus or her grandfather 
would give her a ride. While it was “harder” she also acknowledged she had it easier than 
others, “…probably other people telling me about how they have to take like ten buses to 
get here…or they have to take the train…and if their class is cancelled, they gotta find 
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another way to get all the way back…” Many noted sharing a car with family members 
was not an issue but for some the shuffle and time conflicts meant some family members 
had access to the car and others needed to take the bus.  
Pete Blackmarker had a car until recently when he was involved in a car accident. 
Now he is taking the public bus, which is causing him issues during the rainy season in 
Florida. After Jill had her car accident she also took the bus. At the time, it took almost 
three hours to get to campus by bus, followed by a two-hour ride to work, and then a two 
hour ride home. Ben Bigsby takes the bus and he does not have an issue with it for his 
route: 
It’s not that bad, not as bad as everyone says. Everyone says like, “Oh the bus is 
terrible.” I mean like I guess…it’s late a few times, but other than that it’s just… 
everyone keeps their cool… well, I have like two stops possibly, the main two 
busses that go here, I could either walk a little further to the next stop, so that’s 
kinda how I go around it, them being late. 
 
However, Jamunji Vick has not had a positive experience with the bus system:  
 
…it’s hard most of the time. ‘Cause…certain days, you know, they can be runnin’ 
late…I mean, even if like you take a early bus, you know, if something major is 
happening, like one time somethin’ was happenin’ with the police, where they 
blocked off the road, so they have to go the long way around, you know, the 
highway… 
 
Access to reliable, consistent transportation was one more resource that students 
noted could impact their educations and was identified through the democratization and 
diversion coding framework. Beyond being able to travel to and from campus, students 
also noted the financial aid as providing access to college courses.  
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Financial aid. 
 Both theoretical frameworks assisted in understanding the democratizing value of 
the Pell Grant, student loans, and scholarships, assisting students in making progress 
towards their educational goals. Without the assistance, many would not be able to attend 
college. At the time of the interview, Ann Peter was not meeting SAP and paid for her 
Summer classes with her credit card. She was hoping to do well enough in the summer to 
again meet SAP enabling the Pell Grant to pay for her Fall classes. This was the case for 
many. Unfortunately, this meant that some of the students, who were no longer meeting 
SAP, they no longer had the option of attending college or at least not in the near future. 
This was the case for Addyson who switched her job to part-time in order to come back 
to school and focus on her studies. She now realizes, “I won’t be able to come back…I 
have to wait…until I get a better job.” Larry Joseph talked through how he was going to 
handle paying for 12 credits out of pocket on the minimum wage he was earning at a 
national fast food hamburger franchise: 
I was gonna write a petition to financial aid but what’s-her-name said I shouldn’t 
do that because I don’t think they’re gonna care too much if you just was working 
too much, or if you had personal issues…I paid one class out of pocket. I had to 
get a loan from a friend. And I’m payin’ him back when I get paid…So I’ll 
probably just be left with like $80 til another two weeks. [laughs]… I’m gonna try 
to save as much money as possible. I was thinkin’ about getting like two jobs. But 
I can’t get two jobs, ‘cause that’s just gonna put me back where I was at. How’m I 
gonna study? I need time to study. So I can’t [laughs] get two jobs. So now I must 
just sit down and be patient, take one class at a time until I get back in. 
  
While all students appreciated the financial aid a few noted if they could receive 
additional assistance to pay for their living expenses while they attended college, they 
could do better in their courses. Cecilie Johnson explained: 
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… don’t get me wrong, I think they give enough for school, cuz being that the 
classes are so cheap here, they give you enough for here…But when it comes to 
trying to live too, on top of the financial aid… no, cuz you definitely have to work 
a full-time job to survive, unless you’re roommating with like six people… the 
government should give enough money for you to pay for room and board…for 
me, the last thing on my mind is school, sometimes. The first thing that’s on my 
mind is having a place to stay, [chuckles] cuz I have to have a place to stay, how 
am I gonna pay my rent, how am I gonna pay my lights… school’s the last thing 
sometimes, some nights on my mind when I know it’s a bigger picture. 
 
Other students like Lionel Luc and Stephanie Cervantes believed college should be free. 
Mark Johnson questioned, “…if the government…charges people and people can’t afford 
it, how is our society gonna look twenty to forty years from now?” 
 The two theoretical frameworks were used in conjunction to identify the many 
financial aid programs, including the Pell Grant, that create opportunities for students to 
afford the tuition at the community college. Specifically, the democratization and 
diversion codes identified the ways in which financial aid programs acted as agents of 
democratization and the need for a student to pay out of pocket as an agent of diversion. 
Empowerment complemented and expanded these findings identifying additional changes 
needed to the financial aid program at a national level and the ways in which these 
monetary issues are often viewed as a ‘private touble’ in our culture. Additionally 
through this analysis, the community college’s tuition was just one resource noted of 
many at community colleges. However, similar to the financial aid, some questioned, are 
the resources sufficient to enable students to truly be successful at the community 
college? 
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Community college resources.  
Both of the theories informed the coding and ultimate category of the community 
college resources. Their resources were often described as helpful to student success. The 
community college generally was also typically described as an agent of democratization. 
However, students additionally noted that community colleges had large student 
populations with a small number of staff to serve them. Further, participants identified 
services not currently offered by the community college that could enhance student 
success. The community college as a resource and as deficient in resources will be 
explored in this section.  
The community college as a resource. 
The community college was described as a resource, both its employees and as an 
institution. Professors and staff were described as providing emotional support, typically 
in the form of caring about students’ progress or offering encouragement. Alexis 
Bermudez described one of her advisors as providing, “…this motivation to go ahead and 
do, just do!” Honest Angel described her math professor as being invested in his 
students’ success: 
…I love my math teacher…He cared…one girl, she had to go to New York…and 
she didn’t come back for a little while. And he was like, “I need to message 
her…’cause she hasn’t been back to class, and she was doing good.” And I’ve 
never heard a professor say that. Like actually genuinely concerned about where 
the student is, because she was doing good in the class…Like, he didn’t write her 
off, “Oh, you missed three days. Nope. Enh. You’re gone.”…He connected with 
us, you know, we could talk, laugh, joke. I remember I had a incident with my 
oldest son, before he went away, and I’m like, “I’m gonna kill him.” And I went 
into class, and I’m like, “Look. I’m fittin’ go kill my son, so I have to leave.” And 
he was like, “OK. Tell us about it when you get back.” [laughs]  
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Students appreciated these types of experiences with individuals who genuinely seemed 
invested in their lives and their success.   
It was common for students to describe community college faculty as engaging, 
available, and invested in students, with a small minority of exceptions. Abby’s statement 
was typical:  
…the professors here, they care. The ones I’ve encountered, except for one or 
two…, they care, they give you extra time, they you know they tell you what can 
you do to be better, they have little meetings with you in their syllabus…you 
know their name, their number just in case you want to contact them to have an 
appointment and talk to them about your situation or if you’re failing, what can 
you do to bring it up, you know… 
 
Chanell echoes this sentiment, “…only maybe a handful I could say should not ever teach 
a class ever in life. Should retire…[laughs]” Socrates appreciated the small class sizes the 
community college offered and the ability to interact with professors: 
Oh, they’re, they’re excellent. Cuz, um, they’re more, um… I hear about, like, 
people who go to [local state university]…and they’re bigger classes and, um, you 
know they’re not interactive, like student to teacher, you know, they’re more of 
like lessons… and go home and do it. Now I can like personally ask questions and 
they’ll be like, “Alright, stay after class, before class,” you know, like…And 
actually do it for me on the board during class. 
 
A minority of professors were noted as being discouraging most commonly through 
statements at the beginning of their courses, “…Look around. Half of the people that are 
here, are not gonna be here” (Milagros Duran). 
Many students believed the community college had the resources that students 
needed. Sarah believed her community college “has kinda covered their bases.” Leonard 
Johnson was taken aback by being asked what resources did not exist at the community 
college that should, “That don’t exist? Wow, resources that don’t exist [laughs]…Is there 
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any resources that don’t exist?!” Lisa views the additional tutoring resources available to 
students as useful, “They are very, very helpful to students. They have so many resources 
here on the campus. It’s incredible.” Ashley Moore described the community college this 
way, “…they really do want to give you what you need. They want to provide you an 
opportunity…there’s people who are working for [community college] who really want 
to give you a chance to succeed.” 
For some the location1 made the school convenient. Some students lived close 
enough that they could walk (Jonathan Valton) or ride a skateboard (Mark Johnson) to 
the community college. For others, like Lisa, being able to stay with her family and 
attend college was ideal, “…I did want to say local…I wanted to be with my 
family…because we were going through a lot of family problems…” Addyson noted the 
location and the price as reasons to attend the community college. She considered the 
local state university until she saw the cost, “I’ve seen their prices…just to like get a 
parking decal is insane.” The majority of students described the community college as 
“inexpensive” or “a cheaper opportunity to get the same education” (Gordon Rainsey). 
Ben Bigsby stated that community colleges are known for “the prices…and the ease of 
getting in…” 
The open door admissions policy was considered an agent of democratization by 
the participants. Gordon Rainsey was not accepted directly into many state universities 
																																								 																					1	Location is listed separately from transportation because likely most community 
colleges would view location as something, to some extent, within their control. Whereas 
they are less likely to view transportation as within their purview. However, this could 
also be noted as an example of the clashing of the categorizations employed and the 
reality of a student’s life.	
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but through the opportunity at the community college he noted, “…I will eventually.” 
Shannon noted, “If you didn’t do so good in high school, you have your second chance to 
prove yourself here.” Imani Jones spoke with pride about the open door admissions at the 
community college, “…you can start over and it is ok because they take you as you are...” 
Lani Winters appreciated the difference between the two year and four year institutions, 
“[abbreviation for community college] is really forgiving…if you’re trying to get into a 
big university, they’re more like, ‘No we have a reputation…We have an image, and if 
you don’t match that, you’re not accepted.’…it’s more welcoming.” Ashley Moore 
explained the purpose of the community college, “[community college] accepts everyone 
with a diploma…it’s like a watering hole for people to like recollect their 
thoughts…[community college] is kind of like the pre-pre-college…”  
Since the community college accepts everyone, the students often need additional 
supports in order to enhance their academic skill sets and prepare them for the university. 
David Restrepo believed the community college wanted its students to succeed and tried 
to provide the necessary supports, “…honestly what I’ve noticed is they’ve really looked 
for ways to help a student. They’ve given free tutors, free writing help for essays…”  
Leonard Johnson echoed these sentiments, “…we got the libraries, computer labs, math 
labs, all type of labs.” Jill described the community college as “…a baby step from high 
school to college…” and for her, it felt like “…a normal process to go from high school 
to community college.” Your Face viewed the community college as a final chance, but 
one that was making a difference in his life, “…this is literally your last chance in a 
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way…if there was not [community college abbreviation], I would probably be doing 
nothing.”    
The community college as deficient in resources. 
While many students perceived the community college as providing an 
opportunity to access higher education, both theories used in conjunction enabled the 
view of the community college attempting to serve their large student populations 
without adequate resources in place to be created as a subcategory. Most participants 
noted the lines and wait times. On the day of the interview, Lee waited an hour to turn in 
a transcript in the admissions office. Gaby & Iace Johnson love the advising services but 
believe the community college needs more staff. Gaby noted, “…we should get more 
advisors that way students aren’t discouraged by seeing the long lines…” Iace questioned 
if some of his previous advisors, who no longer worked at the community college, left 
because they became “overwhelmed.” Cecilie Johnson described the staffing situation in 
the financial aid office: 
…they have like a million and one people waiting outside for the next one 
[advisor] and then I remember the lady at financial aid she was like, “Oh you 
know I can’t spend too much time with you because there’s a line out there and 
we have to get this going”…there’s not enough workers and enough people to sit 
you down and explain this is how this is… 
 
Herb Peters drew a parallel between the situation at the community college and a retail 
store: 
They need to be better with how they handle everything…I can’t say organization 
enough, I really can’t. I’ve been here where there’s been lines all the way outside 
the school waiting on advisors, waiting on financial aid people. They don’t have 
enough people working at once. Like if you know this is happening, why 
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wouldn’t you schedule more people?! It’s like Wal-Mart…like a thousand 
different cashier lines but only three people working. 
 
Anais Sierra was misadvised on two occasions until a third advisor finally properly 
assisted her with her educational plan. When asked what she attributed the initial 
misadvising experiences to, she replied:  
… I guess it was a busy day…so maybe he was just like ok she doesn’t really 
need anything like important, nothing that has to go like a new student, so that’s 
maybe why they dismissed me. 
 
Lola White’s friend, who is attending a private school in another state, described 
individualized attention from advisors who would follow up with her. Lola noted the 
discrepancy between the types of schools, “…the entire community college system 
it’s…like not one on one.” Dutchess stopped attending the community college when she 
had to move out of her parents’ home because they disapproved of her sexual orientation. 
She wishes the community college would have followed up with her, “…ever since I left 
here I haven’t gotten a phone call, ‘Hey are you coming back to school?’ or ‘What’s 
going on? Maybe we can help you?’” She thinks things could have been different if they 
had reached out to her, “I would’ve tried to like figure things out and see what I could 
do.” Marlen would also prefer help for her specific situation so she could understand the 
financial aid award and requirements, “I feel like it should be more personalized. They 
should send you some sort of packet, like individualized, because everyone is different.” 
Jill believed there was not enough help to get people into college and also not enough “to 
keep you going.”  
 In addition to the need to increase the quality and quantity of existing resources, 
some students reported that the community college also needed new resources available 
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to students. The most frequently reported one was childcare. Students also reported an 
interest in housing, affordable health care, transportation provided by the school, a 24 
hour study hall, less expensive food options on campus, social workers, and more 
research into their views and perceptions.  
 The balance or imbalance between the responsibilities and resources available to 
students was perceived as a primary issue affecting students’ academic progress. This 
section has explored the supports and deficiencies in the areas of family, work, 
transportation, financial aid, and at the community college with the assistance of both 
democratization and diversion and empowerment theories. When there is an imbalance in 
any of these areas, this can leave students inadequately equipped to meet the many 
responsibilities in their lives, causing them to creatively prioritize these competing 
demands on their own.  
Tug of war. 
For a number of students, a lack of resources to meet the responsibilities in their 
lives resulted in a “tug of war” for their time as noted by Tyrell. Two subcategories were 
developed through the use of the democratization and diversion coding and one was 
produced through the use of the empowerment coding. All of the subcategories together 
provide a comprehensive picture of the category of the “tug of war” that exists for 
students as they attempt to manage competing demands.  
Democratization and diversion. 
Two subcategories were produced as a result of the democratization and diversion 
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codes: the struggle to make time for one’s family and sacrificing sleep in order to 
complete one’s responsibilities. 	
Struggle to make time for family. 
Many participants noted the struggle to make enough time for their families and 
school. They are all trying to do ‘the right thing’ by spending quality time with their 
families and taking care of them, but it is hard to simultaneously make time for school. 
Zayn and Anna Smith both noted they make time to attend church services with their 
families on Sundays but sometimes, due to their course assignments, the rest of the day is 
devoted to school. Tyrell Davis was trying to do everything right, but there was a 
breaking point where he was forced to choose between his priorities. In addition to caring 
for his disabled mother and younger siblings, working full-time, and studying full-time, 
Tyrell had a child of his own on the way. He did his best to make time for everything but 
ultimately he could not: 
…once the pregnancy happened…with the mother of my child…I was kinda like 
at a tug of war, “Do I wanna be supportive with her? Or do I have to go to 
school?” And it was like I was missing days from work, and I was missing days 
from school, you know…just tryin’ to be supportive, you know, takin’ her to 
appointments, just being there, you know, and…college work, it’s so fast to where 
if you miss one or two days, and you get behind, it’s really hard to get back on 
pace with the rest of the class. 
 
Sacrificing sleep. 
Commonly students spoke about foregoing sleep in order to fit everything into 
their days. Sacrificing sleep is not commonly written about in the literature and the 
external factors code of “other” enabled this subcategory to be captured and created. 
Shannon is a typical example. She wakes up at 7:30 in the morning, gets her son ready 
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for school, and drops him off before going to work for a few hours. She then leaves work 
and goes to class, returning to work after class. Her mother or grandmother usually assists 
her by picking up her son and caring for him until she is done with work. She picks him 
up on her way home and tries to spend some time with him before going to bed typically 
at two o’clock in the morning. She notes, “You kinda get used to the lack of sleep, even 
though it does tell on your eyes every now and again.” Dutchess is planning to begin 
back at the community college full-time and work full-time. I asked her if she was 
concerned at all about the workload and she replied. “…no because I’m actually used to 
doing more than what I should. I’ve been working two jobs and I probably slept for like 4 
or 5 hours just to get back to working again…” Jill, who was living at a transitional 
housing facility for youth who have aged out of the foster care system, while working 65 
hours a week and taking nine credit hours, similarly explained she has been “sacrificing 
sleep to do homework.”  
Empowerment theory.  
The empowerment codes also highlighted the attempt by students to juggle the 
competing demands.  
The juggle.  
Many of the students attempted to ‘juggle’ the many responsibilities contending 
for their time and attention. Zayn stated, “…with the family and school…and work, I 
think I’m juggling it the best I can…” Jamunji Vick has a challenging day. He wakes up 
at 5:30 in the morning to take the early bus because often the next one is late, which 
would make him late to class. He takes two buses total to travel to the community 
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college, which takes about an hour. After class, he then takes another bus to work which 
takes about an hour. He works for around five or six hours at a car wash which “wears 
down the body” and then goes home. He is often very tired and goes to bed early so he 
can get up at 5:30 in the morning to do it again. Jamunji believes students are more likely 
to do well if, “they don’t have the juggle or work and school,” and he describes how he 
prioritizes his assignments:  
…if you take two, three classes sometimes they both demand homeworks that 
due…sometimes you can’t do both of ‘em. You gotta choose which one…like the 
greater one or one that you can miss out, an’ won’t be that bad if you miss that 
one… 
 
Similarly, Do Do struggled to find time to complete the requirements of his freshman 
orientation course, commonly referred to by students as SLS, “I give up, with SLS. It was 
easy, but I didn’t have time, because I got a full-time job, you know.” JoJo attempts to 
manage her many responsibilities and explains a typical day for her: 
Um, my typical morning starts about 6:30…Just for me to get awake, to get my 5-
year-old awake and get her ready for school, and get her [11 month old] 
ready…feels like a day in itself. [child’s musical toy in background]…Ninety 
percent of the time we’re on time…And then she’s [11 month old] very on-
demand now…we get home about 8, 8:15…[Baby crying] Shhh. And um [Child’s 
music playing louder] By 9 o’clock she’s taking her morning nap which is when 
I’m able to catch up with some homework. She sleeps for about an hour, hour and 
a half, depending. And then it’s crazy. All over again. Walking the dog, then 
housework, and being able to do little by little, her in the playpen. It’s very hard, 
and then by 1:30 I’m already on my way back to go get my oldest from school. 
We don’t get home about, ‘til 2:15, ‘cause it takes a while for the pickup. Then 
help her with her homework. And start, tryin’ to start make dinner, ‘cause my 
husband gets home at 4, 4:30, depending [baby making noises] what type of 
accident there was, ‘cause he works for [towing company]. So sometimes he’s 
like, “You have to drop off the girls at your Mom’s,” ‘cause she lives down the 
street, which is, helps a little bit. And then I’m off to school [laughs]. And then I 
get home depending, 8, well in the summer, it’s a little bit easier, ‘cause I’m, the 
latest I’m home by is 8:15. Monday nights is the latest, ‘cause the class ends at 
9:45, but then I drive down, but it’s not too bad in the summer. During Fall and 
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Spring is the worst, ‘cause I don’t get home till like 9:30, 10 o’clock at night. So 
then they have a late night [talking to baby] Stop…my Mom feeds them, but I do 
the bathing, switching, and bring everything back. And then, and then I get home, 
and I try to do some of the homework [laughs] for that night, so it’s still able to 
process some, so I don’t normally go to bed till like 11, 12 o’clock. And if I 
decide to do exercise then, it’s [laughs] either wake up at 5:30, or go to bed till 
like 1, so. Lack of sleep is major. [laughs]…I’m livin’ for Thursday, which is the 
last day of school.  
 
 Both democratization and diversion and empowerment frameworks enabled a 
clear yet messy picture of students’ lives and they attempt ‘the juggle’ and to manage the 
‘tug of war’ they face between competing responsibilities when they do not have access 
to adequate resources. In some cases, students who possessed insider knowledge of how 
to navigate the educational system could assist in offsetting some of these challenges and 
additionally unexpected events. Although not a tangible resource, informational capital, 
related to the community college, could also be considered a resource that in abundance 
can assist students along and in a deficient form can hinder students’ progress. 
Informational capital.  
The third theme within the agents of democratization and diversion is 
informational capital. Informational capital has been shown to be a requirement in many 
arenas and the community college is no exception. For the purposes of this study, 
informational capital includes the knowledge and skills to navigate the bureaucracy of the 
community college and its associated systems, understanding how to effectively decode 
classroom requirements, as well as, pivoting the point of view to a need for decision 
makers to understand the students.  
150	
	
The explanations, discovered in qualitative research, can be both explicit ones 
provided by the participants and implicit ones interpreted by the researcher (Spencer, 
Ritchie, & O’Connor, 2003). In this case, informational capital was less commonly noted 
explicitly by participants as a barrier. For example, students did not explicitly state, ‘If 
students do not understand how to navigate the community college, they will not be 
successful.’ Whereas, in the previous two themes were more explicit references to the 
themes. However, the participants spoke at length about the actions they took to navigate 
the system and sometimes their confusion about how to navigate the community college 
inside and outside of the classroom. The categories within this theme will be explained 
beginning with empowerment theory. Then the two theories used in conjunction will 
detail additional categories within the theme of informational capital. 
Empowerment theory.  
Empowerment theory enabled the discovery of students’ families and social 
networks as providers of informational capital. Additionally, the empowerment theory 
codes were the primary tool enabling the creation of the need for decision makers to 
understand the students as a subcategory. Each is briefly detailed.  
Families as a source of informational capital. 
While some families did not understand how the US educational system worked, 
others provided assistance to students. Parents assisted students with applications for the 
community colleges and for financial aid, in some cases, even when they had not gone 
through the process themselves. Lisa explained, “…my mom does all that for me…she 
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does my brother’s and she’s now starting my sister’s…she’s just smart.” Porsha’s oldest 
son completed applications for himself, his brother, and now Porsha for the community 
college and financial aid, “… [laughing] I mean, I have to bribe this boy, ‘Can you go do 
this for me?’… he knows everything about all that stuff…computer whiz, I mean, these 
20-year-olds please.” Anna Smith described her husband as her “guidance counselor” 
because he signs her up for classes. Occasionally, families also assisted students with 
their course work. Lani Winter’s father helped her study for her Anatomy & Physiology 
using some tricks he learned through his work previously as a paramedic, “…remember 
there’s a muscle in your neck it’s your levator scapulae and it elevates your like neck 
kind of …like elevator, so it’s going up…” When Lisa sees her brother studying she 
knows it is time for her to do it as well, and she will sit with him to complete her 
coursework. 
Social network as a source of informational capital. 
While families were noted to some extent in assisting with the process of entering 
classes and studying, more commonly individuals in the students’ social network were 
described as assisting students with their actual coursework. Honest Angel believes 
students need “a very good support system” in order to be successful. This not only 
includes assistance with family responsibilities but also school assignments: 
…not just with life situations, but homework too…writing a paper…I have no 
idea what I’m doing sometimes. And it’s been good that I could call my friend 
who is working on her master’s degree…I’ve actually emailed her my papers and 
things to let her read it and go over it. So I think just having a good support 
system, and not everybody really does have a support system.  
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This support of identifying effective study habits, being knowledgeable generally and 
also reviewing students’ assignments, most commonly their papers, as a necessity or 
helpful advantage was echoed by many of the participants. One of Addyson’s friends has 
also assisted her instrumentally, “she shows me the way to study, so I can at least pass 
things…I never really figured that out until now.” Jonathan Valton had a similar 
experience: 
I’d say a lot of friends that actually understand going to school help me out. Like 
one of my exes…she was a really good friend for a while and she helped me out a 
lot because she’s got her bachelor’s already…and she helped me out with…what I 
should learn and what stuff wouldn’t be on the test… 
While Franco’s boyfriend has not attended college in the US, he did in Cuba and has 
been able to assist Franco with some of his assignments: 
…he’s like an encyclopedia, I swear to god, like I’ll ask him how do airplanes 
fly? He’ll know like everything to make them fly. I ask him why do fireworks 
make you know how do they make lights and stuff? He will tell you…he knows 
everything…he’s like the Google, you just ask him any question… 
 
Herb Peters also emailed his papers to his friend who attends a private university out of 
state, “…whenever I had an essay to write, he would help me to edit it and what not.” 
 When this capital was missing from one’s social network, it could cause 
problems. For instance, Gordon Rainsey explained what happens when he and his friends 
have attempted to study together:  
We’ve sat around tables, one computer, one computer, one computer, textbooks, 
everything. We’ve done it all. We tried to do every type of homework we could 
do together, helped my friend, my friends help me, so we’ve all, we’ve done 
it….it worked a few times. I’m not gonna just come in here and lie to you…it has 
worked, but sometimes we’ve gotten tangled, like man, we all couldn’t 
understand our own work, and we’re just sitting there like wow this is something 
we can’t really do, and then, and like it’s a lotta distractions around being with 
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your friends, so when…we’re all together, and then there’s video games in one 
house, it’s like, “Man we’re all here. We don’t understand our homework. Let’s 
just play video games for a while,” and then we end up losing focus and then we 
don’t ever…do our homework until probably the next day or a couple days after. 
 
For students without access to informational capital in their personal lives, they often 
attempted to figure things out on their own because the system did not appear to be 
created with their perceptive and life circumstances in mind.  
Understanding students. 
The vast majority of the coding informing the subcategory of understanding 
students is derived from the empowerment codes. The democratization and diversion 
codes played a role also noting the bureaucratic barriers, expense associated with the 
books and food on campus, and also some trouble with the location of the community 
colleges. Empowerment theory encourages a critical lens to be taken to the issue of 
informational capital. Rather than placing the onus on the individual to acquire 
informational capital, the empowerment codes enabled a case to be identified in which 
the educational system, and those within it, from decision makers to frontline workers, 
need to understand the culture and perceptions of community college students. Students 
had some experiences in which they felt understood and as if they were assisted by 
community college workers and the community college as an institution. Students also 
believed that, in some cases, the educational system was out of touch with the reality of 
their lives.  
As noted, students viewed the community college as an agent of democratization 
in many ways. The community college met students where they were in terms of a need 
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for academic remediation and additional supports. Additionally, in some cases faculty 
and staff took into account where the students were beginning in their studies and their 
life circumstances. Wilou Adrien appreciated the unique skills of some professors, 
“…there are some teachers that have this special way to understand people whose 
English is not their first language, so they can help you.” Lee, who previously attended a 
local private university, also found the professors at the community college to understand 
students and their personal circumstances in a unique way, “…there’s a lot of professors 
that…understand that you do work a job while you’re going to school…I’ve noticed that 
they’re really accommodating to like the lifestyle that you probably live.” 
 However, this was not always the case. Participants also viewed the 
administrators, researchers, and policy makers as taking a top down approach leading to 
an unrealistic timeline and standards that are more appropriate for traditional university 
students rather than community college students. Abby believes some of the decision 
makers could be out of touch with students:  
…I understand they want good citizens, get their education, but they also have to 
see the struggles, as well. They’re already where they have to be, you know, they 
have everything set up in their lives, but we’re struggling to get there…I’m not 
telling them to like soften up a little bit cuz people will take advantage, but at the 
same time like look into it a little more cuz… most of us I’m pretty sure we’re 
struggling to get where we’re at right now… 
 
Lucky Lawrence believes there needs to be a paradigm shift when it comes to community 
colleges: 
…imagine taking care of your kids, going to work and going to school at the same 
time… that would not be the same as the student that’s still living at home, that 
doesn’t have to work and has all the time in the world and have mom and dad to 
help them out, so when they say you have to meet a certain amount of percentages 
in a certain amount of time…How are these two completely unique people going 
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to meet that standard at the same time? So I think they need to compromise with 
different, you know, lifestyles. 
Bonita Applebottom agrees: 
 
I think they should think about the bigger picture like people who go to 
community schools… they have other things that might have pushed them to go 
to a community school. They probably have kids. They probably have other 
things going on like that they can’t go to a university like to spend all their time 
just devoted to school. They have to work… they have children, they have 
families… like me, immigration, they have all kinda issues as to why they can’t 
necessarily finish their degree in the allotted 2 years, they have other things going 
on. 
 
Larry Joseph does not see how anyone could compare the environments or student 
success rates at the two-year and four-year schools because they are completely different 
as are the life circumstances of students: 
…community colleges…all the focus is not on the classes. A university, all the 
focus is on the classes. It’s a university, and your main 100 percent focus is for 
you to graduate. That’s why they have dorms, that’s why they have a lot of people 
to help you out. Your whole surrounding is people to help you out. And there’s no 
leaving the university and going somewhere else. When you do leave, it’s because 
you’re on spring break or you’re doing something else. A state college, you leave 
all the time. You have other things you have to worry about. You have your 
personal issues, problems, so all the focus is not on the classes, so expect students 
to fail.  
 
Some of the students who would be classified as non-completers when employing 
the NELS and BPS databases were asked about the discrepancy between the 
classification and their real life experience. Iace Johnson replied, “What made me not a 
completer? It was your educational system…If you made it feasible to actually finish a 
two-year degree program in two years, we would do it.” Mark Johnson saw 
disconnections between his experience, his community college, and the larger educational 
system:  
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They need to know that…you can’t judge that person upon not finishing his 
degree because he was enrolled in the school for four years and doesn’t have any 
credentials, because you don’t know that person outside of the school buildings, 
outside of the school parameters. You don’t know how that person’s living their 
life. You don’t know what that, what that person has been through. You don’t 
know that person’s financial situation...you just know him from…what his 
records show, but that’s not enough to judge that person…and categorize him as, 
“oh, a failure because he didn’t do this or that in that sort of amount of time.” 
That is your expectation…that isn’t the school’s expectation, because if that was 
the school’s expectation, that kid would’ve been canned after four years. 
 
Lee had been working on her degree on and off for almost ten years and she was, “…still 
trying to get it…” She did not view education as time limited and witnessed her godfather 
graduate with his doctorate when he was in his 40’s. Chanell also did not believe an 
education should be viewed as a time sensitive commodity: 
Because I didn’t go to school, college right after high school, doesn’t mean I 
didn’t make it. It only means I didn’t make it on your time…When I get my 
diploma, it will not say, “Monday the 21st at seven pm.” It won’t say that. You 
know? It’s gonna say, “I got my degree.” So it’s not a rush. Not for me…Now if, 
you know, if you do yours in four years, lucky you. Now, in that four years after 
you finish, that doesn’t mean you’re gonna apply it…Everything in its own 
timing. 
 
A few students noted they felt the pressure to finish in two years and for those 
who fell behind the pressure was often intensified. When Maria Anderson was 
specifically asked about barriers to her educational goals, she noted the pressure to finish 
her degree on time: 
…everybody wants me to be in school and to finish. It’s just that pressure of my 
parents like, “When are you gonna finish? When are you gonna finish?” I’m like, 
“Everybody can’t finish at the same time as everybody.” Yeah, I see my friends 
like graduate and it’s kind of like, “What am I still doing here?!” So that kind of 
motivates me at the same time… 
 
For others, it just was not realistic to study full-time, retain the material, and earn good 
grades. Shelly explained: 
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…while I was pregnant with her [daughter] I took four classes and I was able to 
do it. And then I tried to take four with her…But it was too much. And so now I 
know that with her I just have to take two classes if I want to get A’s. 
 
Zayn studies full-time in order to try to complete his degree in a timely manner, “It does 
hurt my GPA…I don’t strive to be an A student all the time. I strive to just move on 
[laughs].” Shannon consulted with her friend who is also in college and determined, 
“…we decided that with my schedule and everything, I probably should go to part-time, 
only do two classes. Then I could get the A’s that I always expect for myself. And it’s 
gonna take longer, but it’s better.”  
 Some of the participants viewed disconnections between community college 
students, community colleges, and the educational system at large. This manifested in a 
lack of informational capital on the part of the community college student and also a lack 
of understanding of the community college student. Until decision makers acknowledge 
their responsibility, the obligation will continue to be placed on the student to acquire 
informational capital.   
Theories in conjunction. 
In addition to empowerment theory alone, two other sources of informational 
capital were identified when utilizing the theories in conjunction, self-taught 
informational capital and community college staff and professors as sources of 
informational capital.  Each of these will be briefly explored in this section.	
Self-taught.  
Even though the majority of families were perceived by the participants as 
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supportive of school, not all were able to assist them with it. Many of the participants 
were the first generation in their families to attend college. Honest Angel’s parents did 
not attend college, “…my father didn’t go to college. My mom, I don’t think she finished 
middle school.” Yet some students appeared independently to acquire the required capital 
without an issue. Shelly noted, “…I did everything myself.” Your Face is a first 
generation college student who, after his friends were not much help, figured out how to 
apply to schools on his own, “In the end, I basically just had to Google everything, and 
just see what was needed and what wasn’t needed.” Chanell who was the first in her 
family to attend college went online and completed all of the paperwork required of her. 
She found it relatively easy and stated, “…Went online….good thing I could read. 
[laughs]” A minority of other students, who were unfamiliar with the system, similarly 
described the process as easy but not all.  
Staff as providing informational capital.  
 The staff who listened to students, took time with them, answered their questions 
and asked them questions were typically viewed as the most helpful. When Jack began 
with admissions, he found the staff forthcoming with the requirements of incoming 
students, “Admissions was great. They helped me, hey you need this, that, and a third…” 
Lisa likes that her advisor, who has been assisting her in trying to raise her GPA to 
reinstate her Pell Grant, is clear in what is required of her:  
She tells me what I need to do. She pretty much lays down the law, like, “You 
need to do this. You need to meet this requirement. It has to be done at this time.” 
And that’s how I pretty much boosted my GPA a lot more last semester…’Cause I 
was supposed to make last semester with all B’s at least…she pretty much tells 
me how it is. 
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Bonita Applebottom also had positive experiences with advisors making the requirements 
for her degree and the path clear, “they kinda planned out my classes already, they just 
give me different options and just kinda break it down for me.” Wilou additionally noted 
the staff in financial aid are “very helpful” He described the process, “…when you go to 
the financial aid department, they’re gonna take your, student ID number, they check 
your financial, your financial aid status then they gonna tell you exactly what you need.” 
Additionally, students worked as employees at one community college providing 
information during new student orientation which David Restrepo found the experience 
helpful, “It was great, I liked it… it was students themselves teaching us like new things 
about college and how it’s different from high school…it helped a lot.” 
However not all departments and their employees were described positively. 
Some staff were keepers but not disseminators of informational capital. Lola White 
described the financial aid staff as completing “the minimum effort possible.” A minority 
of students described the financial aid, advising, or admissions offices in similar ways. 
More commonly people and departments were described as generally helpful with a few 
people who were just collecting a pay check or facing other structural constraints. The 
staff were perceived as not having enough time to work individually with students or 
being “washed up” (Mark Johnson); these were considered agents of diversion by 
students. Lionel Luc hated having to wait for two hours to see an advisor and still not 
receive the help he was seeking, “…they just like rush it…here’s what you have to do 
and that’s just it. They don’t explain anything…” Anais Sierra similarly felt she was 
dismissed by staff during the peak periods even though she knew there were issues with 
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her Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA): 
I’m just like, “Hello! I’m a student,” and then you wonder why a lot of students 
don’t pass with their AAs because they don’t get the help they need… one year I 
went to this lady…because I had red flags on my FAFSA. I’m like, “What do I 
need to turn in? Is this it?” She’s like, “Yeah that’s it.” She blew me off… I went 
there after the time period she said…she’s like, “Oh you need to fix this.” I’m 
like, “Really?! Because…before I left I said, ‘What else do I have to do?’ and you 
told me, ‘Nothing,’ and I just have to wait so why didn’t you tell me that?” And it 
was the same lady… She’s like, “No I told you.” I’m like, “Do you even 
remember me?!”... and I understand sometimes…they have a rough day, 
especially in the beginning of the semesters and like the end of the semesters…I 
get it. But…don’t question how come [community college] has a low graduation 
rate. You know what I’m saying? 
 
When the staff were viewed as agents of diversion to navigate the bureaucracy of a public 
community college, many students felt stuck and described the admissions and financial 
aid processes as confounding. Cecilie Johnson described the staffing situation for 
entering the community college: 
They don’t have enough time…they rush you….everything is rushed…they didn’t 
break anything down. All I was told is, “To go to computer, fill out application, 
get a student number”…my only answer I kept getting from anybody here was, 
“Everything is on [college website], everything”…I’m like, “What if I don’t know 
how to navigate this [college website] thing?” 
 
Once she was enrolled in the college, she had similar experiences with financial aid and 
did not understand the language they were using to describe what she needed to do:  
… you know in layman terms, versus using all these crazy terms, you know like 
with doctors they tell you, doctors shouldn’t use all of those big terms when 
they’re talking to regular people that don’t even know what they’re talking about. 
And I think that’s how financial aid and everything in here should be, sit me down 
and explain to me so I can understand what you’re talking about, why I can’t get 
financial aid, why this is like this, and what am I supposed to do next to get 
financial aid… 
 
Lily Marley described her perceptions of staff similarly:  
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…sometimes you’ll ask a question, and they’ll tell you, “Well why don’t you go 
online and do such-and-such,” when it’s so much easy for you to just say, “Hey, 
Lily, you know you could do such-and-such.” You know, and sometimes to me, 
they keep things away from you. Instead of, you know, telling you what’s the pull 
around, and this an’ that you could do with a shortcut, you know, they kinda keep 
it from you. They want you to research it for yourself…they want you to find out 
on your own, instead of giving you that information. And I think that comes with 
a lotta laziness of them not wanting to keep repeatin’ themselves. 
 
Once students were in the classroom, they also needed professors to share their 
expectations of students explicitly rather than expecting students to know what they 
needed to do.  
Professors as providing informational capital.  
Akin to the opportunity for staff to make clear the expectations and requirements 
of students, professors who shared this information were also viewed as agents of 
democratization. Professors were more commonly assessed on their ability to engage 
students and to understand students’ academic or personal circumstances. However, 
students did also speak about professors pulling back the curtain to make the 
informational capital requirements explicit. Ben Bigsby, like many, described a good 
professor as someone who would, “…explain the material, make it clear.” Imani Jones 
was taking English for the third time but was having a different experience, “…my 
teacher now she actually goes into it, and we go into detail about like what we’re 
supposed to write about and what we’re supposed to do and how it’s supposed to look…” 
Zayy appreciated patient professors open to engaging with the students and their 
questions, whatever they might be:  
…he made sure that anytime you had a question, to feel free to ask it. He says that 
there is never a stupid question. And even, it could be something as, “Do I put my 
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name right here, where it says ‘name’?” And he’ll be like, “Good question”…he 
always made you feel open to asking back and forth… 
 
Jack described one of “the greatest teachers” who taught him in the freshman orientation 
course. The professor shared with the class, “This is what you need to do for college, if 
you wanna be successful in college.” Maria Rios saw a difference between professors: 
If the teacher’s not gonna teach you, and say, “Well, here. Here’s your 
assignments, figure it out.” Then yeah, it’s gonna be hard for you to pass the 
class, but I’m, um, one of my professors, he, um, he’s like, “OK, here, I made you 
guys an e-book, with notes on the, on the chapters on what you’re gonna learn,” 
you know. That’s a teacher who wants, a professor who wants his students to 
pass. 
 
Students who possessed or had access to informational capital were less likely to 
report issues navigating the community college. For those who were unfamiliar with the 
language, expectations, and rules of the community college and who were not able to 
access assistance, they were more likely to feel frustrated or experience complications. 
However, it could be argued that the responsibility for productive interactions should not 
solely be placed on the students. Empowerment theory in conjunction with the theory of 
democratization and diversion informed the creation of the informational capital theme.   
The first half of this chapter has comprehensively explored the findings answering 
my first research question, what do current Pell Grant eligible community college 
students, who are meeting and are not meeting their institution’s criteria of SAP towards 
an AA degree, view as agents of diversion and democratization that impact their 
educational attainment? Three major themes were detailed including motivation, 
responsibilities to resources ratio, and informational capital. Each theme was 
comprehensively explored and organized by the theoretical lens that assisted in its 
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creation. Next, the second research question and its corresponding themes are presented.  
Cross-Case Comparison 
Drawing upon a diverse group of students at two different locations assisted in 
providing a broader perspective to inform the agents of democratization and diversion 
themes. However, the two student groups, those meeting SAP and those not meeting 
SAP, and the two locations of recruitment, community college 1 and community college 
2, necessitated cross-case analyses to investigate if the phenomena discovered were 
unique to one group or institution or truly generalizable to the larger sample studied. 
Therefore, in addition to searching for common themes amongst the participants, 
differences between groups were also sought.  
Comparisons between the institutions did not yield major differences. At both 
colleges, professors, student services, and life circumstances spanned the spectrum from 
ideal to extremely problematic. Both of the student groups from the first and second 
community college described the majority of their professors positively with a few 
exceptions. Student services also varied in interviewee descriptions with students either 
having mostly positive or mostly negative experiences with offices including advising, 
financial aid, registration, and admissions. However this was not limited to one 
institution. In other words, every student at the first community college did not complain 
about financial aid. Students at both institutions complained and also praised their 
financial aid offices. It was fairly evenly mixed at both institutions. Students at both 
institutions were also unhappy with the bookstore and its prices. Students at the second 
community college did voice some concerns over being charged inaccurately for items at 
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the bookstore; whereas, no one at the first community college voiced this complaint. 
Otherwise, large differences were not evident between the two community colleges.  
Thus, it was appropriate to analyze the data according to meeting SAP and not 
meeting SAP status without stratifying by college. Unlike the comparison between 
community colleges, the comparison between the two student groups did yield observable 
differences. Grouping the students in this manner again enabled a cross-case analysis. 
Observing the number of times a phenomena is discussed by participants can confirm the 
accuracy of the initial analysis, highlight salient themes, and enable a comparison 
between cases (Miles & Huberman, 1994). As noted in the previous chapter, document 
family groupings were created in ATLAS.ti to assist in investigating differences between 
the student groups. Numerical output was generated and spreadsheets were created in 
order to investigate the differences between students meeting SAP and those not meeting 
SAP. In many ways, the two student groups varied only slightly within the majority of 
the codes. For example, there were no large differences noted between the students’ 
experiences with faculty or staff. Both groups of students reported similar instances of 
positive and negative experiences with community college employees. However, a few 
quantitative differences between the student groups are worth highlighting.  
There were three major areas in which significant differences were numerically 
noted. The three themes broadly include: barriers commonly considered external to the 
college, statements related to formal knowledge and informal knowledge, and perceptions 
of powerlessness. First barriers external to the college will be explored including sample 
quotes from the students meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP. Then the knowledge 
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theme will be explained generally noting the between group differences and again with 
sample quotes from both groups. Finally, the powerlessness theme will be explained. 
This theme has three additional categorizations associated with it including: feeling 
powerless, structural components of powerlessness, and powerlessness in social network 
or family.  
These three themes were selected because of the large numerical differences 
between groups. In each of these areas the frequency of codes at least double from one 
student group to the other. For example, there were 38 instances of work interfering 
coded for the students who were meeting SAP compared to 130 instances of work 
interfering coded for the students who were not meeting SAP. Each of the themes will be 
explored including the frequency of codes and example quotes from both student groups. 
However, first, the student categorizations of meeting SAP and not meeting SAP will be 
briefly explored.  
Fluidity of SAP status & categorizations. 
 While the binary categorizations, of meeting SAP and not meeting SAP, are 
presented here in static form, it is important to take into consideration that these are in 
fact fluid categorizations. For the purposes of this dissertation, these students were placed 
into a category based on their status during a one-time interview. However, some had 
previously lost their financial aid and now again were in good standing. Others seemed to 
be on a potential path to losing their financial aid. For instance, Zayn lost his financial aid 
when he had two bad semesters in which he withdrew or failed “like half my schedule.” 
He and his wife were living with his wife’s parents and then learned his wife was 
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pregnant. This meant they needed to move out and simultaneously his work schedule 
changed. He was able to appeal and have the financial aid reinstated, and ultimately, 
when he bounced back from the “drastic changes in our life,” he was able to get his 
completion rate and GPA back in compliance enabling him to qualify for financial aid 
once again. Therefore, at the time of the interview, he was meeting SAP but had I 
interviewed him a few semesters previously, he would not have been. Princess Campbell 
also initially was not meeting SAP when she began at the community college due to a 
mix up when she attended the community college as a dual enrollment student and 
withdrew from a course she did not need in order to graduate from high school. Upon 
enrolling at the community college, she realized she was at a 50% completion rate 
because she passed one course and withdrew from the other. After paying out of pocket, 
with the help of her mom and her aunt, she brought herself back into compliance with the 
SAP requirements.  Therefore, the categorizations are not without limitations.  
 This research applies a broader and more critical perspective to the SAP 
classifications. Based on this small sample, the categorizations do not appear to group 
students clearly delineating the worthy from unworthy. The classifications do not appear 
to reflect academic abilities or individual intellect, as the definitions of the criteria might 
lead one to believe. The meeting and not meeting SAP groups in some ways do share 
common experiences as a larger group (explored in the agents of democratization and 
diversion section) and as subgroups (which will be explored next). For example, in this 
study, the Pell Grant eligible student group as a whole spoke about their motivation to 
obtain achieve their educational goals. However, students who are not meeting SAP were 
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more likely to be women; have more responsibilities than resources; and more likely to 
discuss powerlessness. Students not meeting SAP were also less likely to discuss 
informational capital. Therefore, although there are some group and subgroup 
similarities, there does not appear to be a direct link to the intention of the SAP criteria.  
The analysis of the categorizations highlight their somewhat arbitrary nature and 
yet also the real consequences they create for students. For many students not meeting 
SAP, this meant they needed to appeal the categorization and if the appeal was not 
approved most perceived their college careers to hold but a few perceived their 
opportunity to attend college to be over. Ashli shared: 
…I have been hearing school prices have been going up and up and up, and it’s 
just like…school to me just seems farther and farther away, the more these prices 
come up. Because if I don’t have money, I can’t go to school. 
 
Additionally, there were some students who were meeting SAP but there was a 
future potential they would not be if things changed in their lives. When Asha White and 
I spoke, she was meeting SAP but also facing an eviction from her transitional housing 
shelter. She had 25 days to find another place to live and was struggling in her math 
class, fearing she would not pass it. Porsha, who was also meeting SAP at the time of the 
interview, consistently withdrew from one course for two semesters, which put her at 
75% completion rate. She did not appear to realize this was decreasing her safety net and 
if she faced an unexpected life event, her status could easily change to not meeting SAP. 
Additionally, for any other number of students whose lives were stable when I met them, 
this could change and make completing their studies more challenging. These issues, 
typically considered ‘external’ to one’s education, were perceived by participants as 
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salient in determining their educational outcomes.  
Barriers external to the college. 
All of the students were easily able to identify events and people outside of the 
community college that could interfere with their educational goals. However students 
not meeting SAP spoke more frequently about barriers external to the college as shown in 
the count of codes related to external barriers (not meeting SAP=31 codes=754; meeting 
SAP=31 codes=405). The ratio of responsibilities to resources external to the community 
college also provides a contrast for the two student groups. Ratios for the groups were 
created by comparing the frequency with which each group spoke about agents of 
democratization compared to the frequency with which they spoke about agents of 
diversion. All of the students who were meeting SAP (n=31) spoke about agents of 
democratization (codes=438). A ratio of responsibilities to resources for students who are 
meeting SAP would then be 405:438, which is a seemingly proportional ratio. Whereas, 
the students not meeting SAP (n=31) spoke less frequently about resources external to the 
community college (codes=315) creating a 754:315 ratio of responsibilities and 
resources. Additionally, students not meeting SAP more frequently spoke about a job as 
interfering with academics (not meeting SAP =25 codes=130; meeting SAP =20 
codes=38). Conversely, students who were meeting SAP were more likely to describe 
their job as being flexible, not interfering with their academics, or that they did not have a 
job (meeting SAP=25 codes=45; not meeting SAP=12 codes=19).  
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Table 2 
Barriers external to the college 
 
 
Meeting SAP 
N, # of responses 
Not meeting SAP 
N, # of responses 
External Barriers  (31, 405) (31, 754) 
External Enablers (31, 438) (31, 315) 
Work Interferes (20, 38) (25, 130) 
Work Flexible (25,45) (12,19) 
Note. Raw numbers reported for (number of participants, frequency of codes).  
The differences between groups can clearly be viewed by examining extreme examples 
but differences are also apparent in examples more centrally located on the spectrum. 
Each of the student groups will be explored within this theme.  
Students meeting SAP. 
Students meeting SAP in some cases presented with different living 
circumstances compared to students not meeting SAP. Socrates quit his job in the 
restaurant industry and is living at home with his father. He spoke about the time he puts 
into his studies and how he has investigated his transfer major and prerequisite 
requirements at the local state university he plans to transfer to. When asked what 
responsibilities he has outside of being a student he replied, “None [laughing]…I live a 
pretty easy life.”  However, for other students who were meeting SAP, they faced a 
number of challenges but also were able to access resources to assist them in meeting the 
responsibilities in their lives. JoJo described her young children as a barrier and spoke 
about the challenges of working her schedule around her mother’s, who provided 
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informal child care to JoJo’s children. However, JoJo did have access to fairly consistent 
informal child care. It appeared that many of the students meeting SAP generally also had 
unexpected issues outside of the community college that interfered with their studies but 
they also had either access to more resources or a stronger academic record which 
afforded them a safety net. For example, they were more likely to lose scholarships rather 
than access to financial aid at all. Their GPAs often moved from a B average to a C 
average, enabling them to still qualify for Pell Grant, student loans, and in some cases 
new scholarships. Over time, if this trajectory continued, they could have ultimately been 
categorized as not meeting SAP.  
Students not meeting SAP. 
The students not meeting SAP spoke frequently about the struggle to find time for 
their studies and all of their other responsibilities. Franco views it this way, “…it’s just so 
stressful trying to juggle everything that you just feel like giving up…” Lucky Lawrence 
is not struggling with the course material but the time it takes to complete what is 
required of her, “…I actually thought college was gonna be harder than it is right now. I 
think the only thing that’s making it hard for me is time.” Shannon sees other students, 
who do not have other responsibilities contending for their time and conflicting with 
school, doing well, including her cousin: 
I don’t want to say it ‘cause it sounds desperate sayin’ it. But basically I think 
things are just set up a little better, ‘cause all she has to do it study. So if she 
doesn’t study, she ain’t got no excuse or anything in the world because that is 
literally all she has to do. 
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Conversely, Tyrell Davis appeared to have a number of responsibilities outside of being a 
student: 
I support my mom. She’s disabled. My mom has been HIV positive since I was a 
kid…she receives Social Security…But outside of that, she doesn’t work. So I’m 
supporting her…financially… I have four younger siblings…it’s just me, me an’ 
my mom is the basic support in the house, so I pay the majority of the bills, and 
she do what she can. You know, so it’s a lotta stuff that was causing, you know, a 
friction in, in my school process of tryin’ to, you know, get on board with 
obtaining a degree an’ stuff like that. But I took on the challenge, you know, I 
never went and sat down in the corner and felt sorry for me. I wouldn’t want no-
one to feel sorry for me. A person can keep their sorrow. I don’t want that, you 
know. So it’s like, I, I always looked at things, you know, I always try to look at 
things in a positive way. And grow from ‘em. 
 
Similarly, others described their lives and experiences as just doing what needs to be 
done without giving it much thought. When Honest Angel told me about a typical day for 
her caring for her seven children and also attending her classes she reflected for a 
moment and realized, “That seems like a lot.” 
 Similarly, Cecilie Johnson has been trying to handle being a single parent since 
her son’s father was incarcerated. She has been struggling to find full-time employment, 
dealing with being evicted, and also caring for her son who has severe eczema. She has 
not had access to resources to assist her with all of these challenges. Her mother is now 
planning to move to Florida in order to assist her with all of her responsibilities:  
…she’s gonna move down from New York to help me with my son, so I don’t 
have to miss so much school. Yeah so that’s gonna be very, very helpful. And I 
won’t have to be like, “Oh god. I’m going crazy, go to the doctor,” and maybe I 
can give her permission to take him and stuff like that and that way I won’t have 
to be always there and they can get it under control eventually. Or he grows out of 
it and stuff. And I won’t have to be all in the doctor’s office like that.   
 
Resources and responsibilities were often in flux for students. For some, they 
were able to obtain access to the needed resources in time and remain in good standing 
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with financial aid. For others, they gained access to resources and then realized they have 
lost their financial aid, and for others, they were still seeking access to adequate 
resources. Students who were meeting SAP reported access to resources external to the 
community college more frequently than the students who were not meeting SAP. Often 
it appeared understanding how the system worked, or possessing informational capital, 
could assist in offsetting this lack of resources.  
Knowledge. 
In line with empowerment theory, two codes were created to identify knowledge, 
formal and informal knowledge. For the purposes of this study, formal knowledge 
included knowledge gained in the students’ courses and also any references to studying. 
Informal knowledge is akin to Bourdieu’s concept of informal capital including codes 
related to navigating school, work, and governmental agencies (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 
1992; Swartz, 1997). Students meeting SAP were more likely to speak about formal 
knowledge in the form of studying (meeting SAP=27 codes=47; not meeting SAP=12 
codes=17) and informal knowledge (meeting SAP=30 codes=248; not meeting SAP=28 
codes=105). Again, each group will be explained in order to evidence the between group 
differences.  
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Table 3  
Formal and informal knowledge 
 Meeting SAP Not meeting SAP 
Studying  (27, 47) (12, 17) 
Informal Knowledge (30, 248) (28, 105) 
Note. Raw numbers reported for (number of participants, frequency of codes).  
Students meeting SAP. 
Students meeting SAP spoke about the required study time related to their courses 
and their personal strengths and weaknesses. Zayn has learned that he needs to put in the 
time studying in order to get the grades he would like. He was studying 18 hours a week 
for a remedial math class. Many students meeting SAP spoke about the extra time their 
math courses required, sometimes because math was not their strongest subject. Porsha 
found the extra tutoring on campus helpful for her math, which she more typically 
struggles with: 
I spend a lot of time in the math lab. Eight hours, seven hours, a lot of time…As 
long as it helps me, I go there, I do it… the math is the only thing I have a 
problem with. So this, the, the lessons that’s comin’ up, I go through the book, 
and if I could teach myself already how to do it, it becomes easier once you get to 
that part of the chapter. 
 
Students who were meeting SAP also spoke generally about their study habits. For Bonita 
Applebottom, she takes an hour or two after she has dinner with her family and before 
she goes to bed to complete her required assignments.  
Many of the students meeting SAP appeared to possess more informational 
capital as well. The students appeared to handle unexpected life events differently 
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compared to the students not meeting SAP. For instance, Princess Campbell had a couple 
of unanticipated challenges, first when her brother was a single parent and fighting for 
custody of his child and then again when her mother donated a kidney. She understood, 
when she approached her professors to ask for leniency in making up assignments and 
tests, the best way to receive an accommodation was with documentation:  
…I did the same thing for my chemistry [laughs] class, ‘cause uh, my aunt needed 
a kidney transplant…So I missed a test…But I also brought her again the birth 
certificates, ‘cause my parents are divorced, so my mom has a different last name 
now. So I’m like, “This is her. Here’s her admissions papers. Here’s my aunt’s 
this,” I brought her the certificate [hospital] gave my mom, with the name on it, 
for being a kidney donor. And I showed her everything, and she’s like, “Thank 
you” [laughs] “I didn’t need all this,” but I’m like, “I know, but I don’t want you 
to think that I’m, you know, kinda thing”… 
 
Princess believed if her professor had not granted her leniency, she would have failed the 
course. In many cases, having the time to study and possessing some level of 
informational capital meant the difference between ultimately qualifying for financial aid 
or not.  
Students not meeting SAP. 
Some of the students who were not meeting SAP were earlier in their educational 
careers (i.e. in their second semester of college); were surprised at the outside of class 
time required for their classes; and generally lacked informational capital. Others were 
potentially less likely to talk about studying due to their life circumstances, rather than a 
misinterpretation of what is required of them as students. Maria Anderson appeared to be 
an example of this as she described students who do well, “I think they study their asses 
off. [laughing]. Yeah, I just need that time to actually go in and study…” 
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The informal knowledge required of students to be successful in college was less 
frequently spoken about by the students who were not meeting SAP. These students were 
potentially less clear on how the community college worked and lacking informational 
capital. Some were acquiring this knowledge in a trial and error fashion. Many of the 
students not meeting SAP did not understand the repercussions of withdrawing from 
classes. Lola White explains: 
…I started off with four classes for winter and I dropped two of them, but not 
because of anything, it was kind of… I either didn’t like the class or I didn’t like 
the teacher. And I didn’t really realize like now the implications it has…So now 
I’m paying for it cuz I didn’t know. 
 
For Gordon Rainsey he did not understand his professor’s expectations and so he 
withdrew, “…I didn’t understand what she was saying, so I was always far behind on 
everything that we were doing. I didn’t understand what we were doing, so I just 
withdrew out of the class.”  
Similar to Princess Campbell facing unexpected life events, Addyson’s two young 
children required surgery during one semester, but she handled it differently. Addyson 
did not successfully complete the courses and consequently was no longer meeting SAP. 
When I asked her if she considered completing the medical withdrawal petition at the 
community college, she stated she did not know what that was. She was currently filing 
an appeal with financial aid to see if they would reinstate her financial aid due to 
exceptional circumstances. She included her erratic work schedule in her petition but not 
her children’s surgeries because she did not have supporting medical documentation, 
“I’m not gonna drive an hour and a half for a paper. That’s a lot of gas…and time.” In 
this case understanding how the community college and their employees would view the 
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situations seemed pivotal in averting challenges with grades and ultimately one’s 
financial aid status. For those without this knowledge or time to acquire the formal 
knowledge, through studying, it could lead to a sense of powerlessness.  
Powerlessness.  
Students not meeting SAP were more likely to talk about situations in which there 
was a power differential (meeting SAP=21 codes=80; not meeting SAP=27 codes=160).  
Unlike the previous two themes, this section does not qualify whose scenarios were 
worse or what circumstances would make one experience powerlessness more intensely. 
The only claim made here is that the students not meeting SAP spoke more frequently 
about situations of powerlessness. However, both student groups spoke about 
powerlessness. Three categories were developed under the broader theme of 
powerlessness: feeling powerless, structural components of powerlessness, and 
powerlessness in the social network or family. Each will be briefly explored in this 
section, including examples from both student groups within each theme. Because 
student group differences beyond frequencies are not explored, the student groups will be 
spoken about together within each category for this section.   
Feeling powerless. 
Both groups of students described situations in which they felt helpless or 
powerless. Alexis Bermuda, who was meeting SAP but also dealing with homelessness, 
described feeling powerless that her family is not speaking with her right now and not 
helping her. She wishes they would “…realize life is too short [crying]…” Lucky 
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Lawrence, a Black female who was not meeting SAP, had a disempowering experience 
with one of the math tutors in the math lab and has not been back since: 
… the way he was teaching it to me, I just did not get it because he skipped so 
many steps, assuming that I’m gonna know and I’m a visual learner, I need 
everything laid out, from A to B, you know you cannot skip nothing with me. 
And, um, he was just skipping steps and I was, you know, telling him, “I don’t get 
it. Why did you skip this?” and he was like, “Well you should already know.” I’m 
like, “How do you know what I know?” And he was like, “Well you know you’re 
in college.” I said, “It doesn’t mean anything. You don’t what high school I went 
to. You don’t know what they taught me, because every high school is not the 
same and every student does not get the same experience.” And he was just being 
so rude, telling me, “Oh you’re supposed to know this, you’re supposed to know 
that,” and I felt little. I felt like, just climbing under, like going under a rock cuz I 
was embarrassed, like you don’t talk to me that way and you don’t know, you 
know, if I’m, you know, more sensitive than the next person you may speak to, 
so, yeah… I ain’t never go back to the math lab after that…it was that bad, like I 
felt that bad, I was embarrassed. 
 
Consequently, Lucky did not pass her math class, is not meeting SAP, and college may 
no longer be an option for her. 
Structural components of powerlessness. 
Many of the students encountered structural barriers leaving them feeling 
powerless. Students in both groups spoke about immigration as a structural barrier, again 
it was more frequently noted in the group not meeting SAP. Both Bonita Applebottom, 
who was meeting SAP, and Lily Marley, who was not meeting SAP, had to wait to begin 
their educations due to immigration issues and the out of state tuition that was required 
for individuals who did not have appropriate immigration documentation. Stephanie 
Cervantes, who was not meeting SAP, has appropriate immigration documents, but she 
believes that both of her parents do not. This causes a financial burden for Stephanie 
because her father is a migrant worker who does not earn much money and her mother 
178	
	
has a physical disability but is not eligible to receive disability assistance.  
Other structural barriers were also noted. Herb Peters, who was not meeting SAP, 
has faced many consequences to losing his financial aid due to his withdrawing from 
courses: 
I have to pay debt collectors now cuz apparently they called debt collectors, 
which I knew nothing about. So now I owe them about 165 bucks…I couldn’t add 
or drop classes. I couldn’t do anything… They literally lock you out of your class. 
So once you start owing them and you’re trying to add or drop a class online, it’s 
impossible. 
 
Honest Angel, like some of her other not meeting SAP counterparts, deals with a number 
of structural barriers. She previously attended a for-profit unaccredited university and 
now views the situation this way, “…they were robbing me, really.” During one semester 
at the community college, Honest also had to pay out of pocket at the last minute for 
classes and used two prepaid credit cards from Wal-Mart just before midnight when the 
courses would have been dropped for nonpayment. When her Pell Grant was credited to 
her student account, the money was not refunded to her automatically. Typically the 
money would be credited to the card from which the student paid. In Honest’s case, it 
was a disposable card and she had to work with financial aid staff over the course of six 
months to resolve the situation. Additionally, Honest Angel faced a case with the 
Department of Children and Families: 
...it was really ugly…My case is closed now… The CPI [child protective 
investigator] lady came, and she took the four little ones, and then came back and 
took my two big ones…And this was right before Christmas… I was just like, 
like emotionally going crazy [crying a little]… But they gave ‘em back to me. 
The judge said they didn’t have any sufficient reason to take ‘em from me. No, no 
nothin’. I was like, “Wow, you took ‘em for four days,” And it’s no explanation, 
no nothin’ [crying]. It was nothin’. It was like, “OK, give ‘em back to her.” And 
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I’m like, “Whoa. OK. This is how the system works, again.” [crying and then 
laughs] 
 
Because of the last minute timing of the court date, Honest Angel missed a final in one of 
her courses and failed it. She felt too emotionally drained to provide documentation to 
her professor to see if she could make-up the final.  
Powerlessness in social network or family. 
 Students both meeting SAP and not meeting SAP witnessed others in situations of 
powerlessness but those not meeting SAP spoke more frequently about these accounts. 
Students who were meeting SAP, like Sarah and Asha White, noted witnessing people in 
their lives struggling to pay their bills. Sarah described her mom’s student loan payment 
as “through the roof.” Asha witnessed powerlessness when she felt obligated by her 
caseworker to file a child support claim against the father of her child. She knew he did 
not have the money and he was doing what he could.  
Students, who were not meeting SAP, spoke more frequently about situations 
involving powerlessness for those in their social environment. Stephanie Cervantes, who 
was not meeting SAP has witnessed her parents’ powerlessness in various forms. Both of 
her parents have worked in the agricultural fields for long hours and very little pay. 
Before she was born, her brother was often left alone due to an inability to access 
childcare:  
…they were working a lot in the nurseries…to pick blueberries …And nobody 
else was around and… when he [brother] needed them the most…and they blame 
themselves all the time, you know, and you know, I guess that’s how it is… Yeah 
my mom would always tell me that she would wake up at like 5:00 in the morning 
and she would come around like eleven, ten o’clock at night and they didn’t get 
the pay that much, but she was also suffering too because um she was suffering 
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from abuse from my father…there’s like a big bus that a whole bunch of workers 
would be in and she would take him [brother], she would wake him up at like 
5:00 in the morning and he would sleep in the bus and I guess he would stay 
throughout the day and through the night, you know… 
 
Her father used to physically abuse her mother and her mother now has a permanent 
disability, which her mother attributes to the physical abuse.  
 The two student groups, those meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP, were 
similar in a number of ways. All of these Pell Grant eligible community college students 
encountered challenges. However the students not meeting SAP were more likely to 
speak about external barriers to the community college interfering with their educations 
and the frequency with which they spoke about responsibilities compared to resources 
was disproportionate. Students meeting SAP also spoke about the responsibilities and 
resources but in a more comparable manner. Students who were not meeting SAP were 
less likely to speak about studying and how to successfully navigate the community 
college bureaucracy. Conversely the opposite was found for the students meeting SAP. 
They were more likely to speak about study habits and the ways in which they were able 
to successfully navigate the community college and its associated processes. For some 
students, there is a learning curve. Unfortunately sometimes, the informational capital is 
achieved too late, leaving the student to deal with new challenges. Instances of 
powerlessness were more frequently described by the students not meeting SAP 
compared to the students meetings SAP. However, all students spoke about their own 
feelings of powerlessness; experiences with structural barriers; and witnessing others in 
situations of powerlessness.  
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Conclusion  
This investigation into the lives of Pell Grant eligible community college students 
enabled the research questions to be answered and new information to be gathered. The 
major themes of perceived agents of democratization and diversion, as well as, 
differences between student groups were explored in this chapter. The first research 
question was, what do current Pell Grant eligible community college students, who are 
meeting and are not meeting their institution’s criteria of SAP towards an AA degree, 
view as agents of diversion and democratization that impact their educational 
attainment? The two theories of democratization and diversion and empowerment were 
utilized separately and in conjunction to code and analyze the interviews with current 
community college students in order to comprehensively answer this research question. 
The three major themes of agents of democratization and diversion in this sample 
included sources of motivation, resource to responsibility ratio, and informational capital.  
The original intent for recruiting the two groups of students was to reach a broad 
cross-section of current community college students who were seeking the AA degree 
and investigate agents of democratization and diversion impacting their educational 
experiences. However, this also enabled a second research question to be developed and a 
comparison analysis of the two groups was conducted generating new information. The 
second research question was, what are the differences in perceptions between the two 
student groups, those meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP? It was answered through 
a data driven analysis. The descriptive theoretical codes were utilized to complete an 
iterative analysis. The codes were then exported as numerical output and differences 
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between groups were sought. While no glaring differences were found between 
community colleges, differences between students meeting SAP and students not meeting 
SAP were evident. Again, to place these findings in context, it is important to understand 
that the interviews enabled a snapshot of the students’ lives to be captured, but the fluid 
nature of these categories was also apparent. Some students previously were not meeting 
SAP but now were, and others were meeting SAP at the time of the interview but perhaps 
were not going to be in the future. Regardless of the somewhat arbitrary nature of the 
categorizations, which can vary by institution through their interpretation of federal 
guidelines, the numbers evidenced differences between the two groups in three major 
areas: barriers external to the community college, knowledge, and powerlessness.  
The next chapter includes an in-depth discussion of the key findings.  
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Chapter 5 Discussion 
Similar to the ‘discovery’ of poverty or the ‘discovery’ of America, which were 
not discoveries at all to the people who inhabited the existing terrains (Ehrenreich, 1989), 
this study uncovers some of the agents of democratization and diversion for community 
college students. Semi-structured interviews were ideal to answer the research questions 
because students were able to highlight new problems that have previously been ignored 
in the literature due to the more common top-down, quantitative approaches that have 
been employed (Henn, Weinstein, & Foard, 2006). This chapter begins with an 
introduction including a brief overview of the theories and methods and then moves into 
the major contributions of the research. The answers of the research questions have been 
condensed in areas of overlap. Therefore the key findings include: adding the student 
voice to the literature; the identification of the sources of motivation for community 
college students; the creation of the responsibilities to resources ratio and the ‘external’ 
barriers students face; the relevance of informational capital and knowledge to 
community college students; and the detection of powerlessness within the community 
college student population. Subsequently, the chapter concludes with the limitations of 
the research.  
Study Overview 
In order to create a comprehensive narrative of Pell Grant eligible community 
college students and begin to fill the gap in the existing literature, a rigorous qualitative 
study drawing heavily from two theoretical frameworks was conducted. This section 
provides a brief overview of the theories, methods and results. Two theories guided this 
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research: an expanded version of Brint & Karabel’s (1989) theory of democratization and 
diversion and empowerment theory as conceptualized by Gutiérrez & Lewis (1999). 
When Brint & Karabel initially developed the democratization and diversion theory, they 
focused squarely on the community college as an institution assisting in a process of 
democratization or serving as a diversion to a bachelor’s degree. Within this research, I 
expanded this frame to the many interactions at community colleges and to the students’ 
lives more broadly ‘outside’ of the community college. This enabled a search for agents 
of democratization and diversion that comprise the totality of community college 
students’ experiences instead of solely focusing on binary categorizations of the 
community colleges themselves. This was a useful lens in order to capture the many 
agents of democratization and diversion that community college students encounter. 
However, even with its modification, it still presented a limited view to an extent.   
Therefore a second theory, empowerment theory as conceptualized by Gutiérrez 
& Lewis (1999), was also employed in this research. Similar to the theory of 
democratization and diversion, some modification was required as the selected version of 
empowerment theory was developed with social work practice rather than qualitative 
analysis in mind. However, empowerment theory provided a needed critical lens and 
three levels of analysis, the personal, the interpersonal, and the political, which enabled a 
robust investigation into the students’ perceptions. It also allowed an investigation into 
the imbalances in power and focused on three major areas, education, participation, and 
capacity building. While fairly different in their foci, the two theories were effective 
when used singularly and were complementary when used in unison throughout the 
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research process.  
Data were gathered through qualitative interviews, which allowed the participants 
to share their “expert knowledge” about the phenomena in question (Hopf, 2004, p.203), 
in this case reporting their experiences with community colleges and in their lives more 
broadly. This dissertation began with a pilot study to test the usefulness of the methods 
and theories; the same methodology was utilized for the dissertation including participant 
recruitment, interview procedures, codebook creation, and analysis of the data. Braun & 
Clarke’s (2006) six phases of iterative thematic analysis were followed in order to 
develop conceptual themes grounded in the theory and data. Key contributions focus on 
five topics: the student voice; sources of motivation; the responsibilities to resources ratio 
and ‘external’ barriers; informational capital and knowledge; and powerlessness.  
The student voice. 
One of the major contributions of this work was to add the student voice to the 
community college conversation. The literature on community colleges is lacking, and it 
is even scarcer when searching for the perception of community college students (Karp, 
2011; Prokhorov et al., 2008; Sheffield et al., 2005). It appears that research is being 
conducted and policy is being created without the necessary insight from the student 
perspective.  
The student perspective provides valuable information for decision makers. For 
example, study participant Stephanie Cervantes’ perception of her job at a national pizza 
franchise in comparison to her community college was voiced in this way, “…they 
needed me more than school.” This perception of a low wage job at a fast food chain as 
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needing a student more than her community college may be a novel one to decision 
makers in higher education. Potentially, there are other environmental influences 
reinforcing this belief for Stephanie. For instance, students perceived the community 
college as not having enough staff in order to serve their student populations let alone 
create a personalized experience communicating the college’s investment in them. These 
perceptions provide important frames for planning future interventions with community 
college students.  
Furthermore, students do not feel understood by decision makers. They believe 
decision makers are out of touch with students’ constrained realities. Students would like 
to see a structural change in the US system in order for their life circumstances to 
improve and degree attainment to become more easily within reach. They wanted to see 
changes in the primary and secondary educational systems, immigration legislation, and 
the financial assistance provided to students in the postsecondary educational system. 
They believe students, as holistic people with their life circumstances, need to be taken 
into account when creating policy and procedures for community colleges and financial 
aid. Additionally, they believe any comparison to university students is likely to yield 
unfavorable results and requiring the two different types of students to meet the same 
requirements in the same time frames is unrealistic.  Lucky Lawrence questioned the 
logic:  
“…imagine taking care of your kids, going to work and going to school at the 
same time… that would not be the same as the student that’s still living at home, 
that doesn’t have to work and has all the time in the world and have mom and dad 
to help them out…How are these two completely unique people going to meet 
that standard at the same time?” 
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Not only is there a mismatch between the expectations of community college 
students and the reality of their lives, but there is also a mismatch between the decision 
makers’ perspectives and the students’ values. The US system of higher education, 
similar to US ideology, is grounded in the individualistic perspective; ideally, individual 
students, who are singular entities without family responsibilities, will attend 
postsecondary institutions (Lipset, 1997). Studying is to be the students’ sole or main 
focus without any distractions. Yet when students and their families are living in poverty, 
this does interfere with their academics, even if it is not taken into consideration when 
creating educational policy.  
For example, through students sharing their perceptions in study interviews, the 
family focus rather than the individual focus becomes apparent. Students, regardless of 
age, were commonly considering their family when making decisions regarding their 
educations. Families living in poverty could be both a source of motivation but also an 
agent of diversion requiring them to work in order to assist in paying rent and buying 
groceries for the household. Not all family members even needed to be physically present 
to motivate or hinder students. Some students noted their families were living in poverty 
in other countries which necessitated students to complete their educations and enter into 
higher paying careers; or conversely this required students to work and send money to 
their families in the present moment, in some cases students attempted to do both 
simultaneously. Regardless of American ideology and the current structure of the system 
of higher education that focuses on individual students rather than families or 
communities, the community college student focus is often on families.   
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Additionally, from the student perspective, there is little distinction among school, 
work, family, and transportation. Instead these factors, considered together, comprise 
their lives. The existing educational model of school as a separate, distinguished, and 
above all else priority does not matched the reality of community college student 
everyday lives. The current community college model, even with the extra tutoring and 
evening classes, essentially still replicates the university. Given the students’ 
environmental constraints and life circumstances, their low success rates seem inevitable, 
yet all of the participants spoke about their motivation to succeed.   
Sources of motivation. 
The sources of motivation was developed as a theme through the theory driven 
analysis. Drawing on the democratization and diversion theoretical framework, the 
following conceptual themes related to motivation arose: to repay a family debt; to serve 
as an example; and to pull families out of poverty. Empowerment theory assisted in 
identifying the internal motivation and interest in pursuing education within the sources 
of motivation theme. Joining the theories together enabled the identification of additional 
themes including: education as an ultimatum and the impact of one’s social network on 
the student’s level of motivation. 
Students spoke with passion about their many sources of motivation. In some 
cases, parents sacrificed a great deal in order to provide an educational opportunity for 
the participants. The participants were grateful and felt an obligation to make those 
sacrifices worthwhile. Additionally, students wanted to assist others in their lives and 
encourage those around them to pursue an education. Whether successful or not, the goal 
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of serving as a role model appeared to create a reason for some students to attend the 
community college. For individuals with children, this motivation appeared twofold both 
to encourage their children to do well in school, leading by example, and also to assist the 
parent in obtaining access to a profession to increase the standard of living for the family. 
The desire to move one’s family out of poverty was not limited to a focus on young 
children but also incorporated family members who were living in poverty in the U.S. or 
internationally. Less commonly noted, students spoke of their internal drive to attend 
college or attending college to fulfill a personal interest to learn more. However, a 
number of participants did describe pursuing an education as a necessity either in order to 
remain living at home rent-free or in order to enter the profession of their choice. All of 
these sources of motivation prompted students to begin and continue to pursue their 
educational goals. 
This pursuit was not always a path free of obstacles. The participants’ social 
network was also an influential factor on their level of motivation. Participants described 
friends, girlfriends, and boyfriends as either enhancing their motivation and success or 
hindering it. In some cases the “drama” associated with less stable romantic relationships 
distracted students from their studies and in other cases, students perceived friends and 
“clubbin’” as agents of diversion. However, friends were also noted as providing support 
and encouragement both directly and indirectly through their example of completing their 
educational goals and providing instrumental assistance to participants therefore serving 
as agents of democratization.  
Motivation was a salient theme and discussed by every participant. Many felt, 
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from a common sense standpoint, if students did not have any motivation to pursue their 
academics, they would not be successful. Consequently, a higher level of motivation 
could be viewed as an agent of democratization and a lower level of motivation as an 
agent of diversion.  Yet, equally important to note, is that motivation alone was not 
viewed by the majority of the students to be sufficient to achieve their academic goals.  
The responsibilities to resources ratio and external barriers. 
The idea of ‘competing demands’ and variables external to the academic realm 
have been noted by a small number of scholars in the literature (Bean & Metzner, 1985; 
Johnson & Rochkind, n.d.; Pak et al., 2007; Sydow & Sandel, 1998). This dissertation 
both reinforces and builds on the previous work. The data driven analysis reinforces the 
idea that students do face a number of barriers typically considered external to the 
community college (e.g. work, family). The concept of a responsibilities to resources 
ratio, which was developed through this study’s theoretical analysis, is new, identifying a 
nuanced difference between what has been described previously in the literature. Many 
students today may describe busy lives with a number of responsibilities. This theme of 
responsibilities to resources ratio highlights the tipping point that often exists for students 
moving from meeting SAP to not meeting SAP. Both the theoretical and data driven 
analyses are explored briefly in this section.   
The expanded version of Brint & Karabel’s (1989) theory of democratization and 
diversion and Gutiérrez & Lewis’ (1999) theory of empowerment were instrumental in 
the creation of the responsibilities to resources ratio theme. Families, work, 
transportation, and financial aid were all captured as important aspects of the students’ 
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lives. Further the complexities of the students’ lives were obvious when considering the 
push and pull between these responsibilities and resources. For instance, students’ 
families may be emotionally supportive of students pursuing their educations, but they 
may also be living in poverty. This can have a diversionary impact on students, inhibiting 
their ability to focus on their education as their main priority. Consequently, students may 
need to work as a requirement in order to keep the entire family afloat financially. If the 
students’ work was not flexible or amenable to the students’ academics, this could lead 
the student not to pass classes, and if the students were no longer meeting SAP, they 
would lose the resource of financial aid. Throughout this entire process, students often 
felt the ‘tug of war’ between the many responsibilities and the lack of access to resources 
in their lives. This produced an additional struggle to make time for both family and 
school and for some resulted in a need to sacrifice sleep. Sometimes even this sacrifice 
was not enough.  
The resources to responsibilities ratio was confirmed in the data driven analysis in 
the examination of external barriers. The cross case comparison between the students 
meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP found that both student groups faced barriers 
that are typically considered ‘outside’ of the community college. However, students who 
were meeting SAP spoke about barriers external to the community college (n=405) in 
proportion to resources external to the community college (n=438), while the students 
who were not meeting SAP spoke more than twice as frequently about responsibilities 
external to the community college (n=754) as they did about resources external to the 
community college (n=315). The concept of a ratio as salient to this theme was confirmed 
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in the data driven comparative analysis which produced a clear difference in the 
responsibilities to resources ratios for the two groups (students meeting SAP - 405:438; 
students not meeting SAP - 754:315). Upon closer examination of the output, the 
category of work was a key area within the responsibilities to resources ratio theme. 
Students who were meeting SAP spoke much less frequently about work interfering with 
their academics (n=38) compared to students who were not meeting SAP (n=130). 
Again, both students who were meeting SAP and those who were not faced 
challenges, and both often found themselves in the ‘tug of war’ and facing ‘the juggle’ of 
many competing responsibilities. However, those with enough resources appeared to be 
able to do this effectively while those without enough resources appeared to be unable to 
manage and as a consequence found themselves no longer meeting SAP. Students both 
meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP faced obstacles, yet access to resources could 
make a substantial difference in student outcomes. As noted by Brint & Karabel (1989) 
often students who beat the odds are held up as evidence that the American Dream is 
alive and well. Through this work, it is apparent that many students who juggle a great 
number of responsibilities do make it, and they make it to a certain extent when they have 
access to enough resources.   
The community college appears to be a logical linking agent to the needed 
resources, yet students highlight that community colleges also lack access to adequate 
resources. The two theoretical frameworks enabled the complex vision of the community 
college as both an agent of democratization and one of diversion to be discovered. 
Students described community colleges and their employees as helpful; open to 
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everyone; and having additional academic and social supports. However, students also 
found the community colleges to be insufficiently staffed to serve their student 
populations. This commonly manifested itself in long wait times and in some cases the 
students perceived caring employees as burnt out and leaving the community college due 
to the heavy burden placed on them. Therefore, students viewed community colleges 
responsibilities to resources ratio to be uneven similar to some of their own.  
Informational capital and knowledge. 
In the community college student literature, informational capital is more 
typically labeled by observing complex bureaucratic processes (Long & Riley) or 
emphasizing the importance of understanding how to “do college” (McClenney & 
Arnsparger, 2012, p.19), with a few exceptions making the direct link to Bourdieu’s work 
on cultural capital (Karp, 2011). In short, previous research fails to appreciate the power 
dimension in formal and informal knowledge. This research draws attention to the need 
to apply the term informational capital to pinpoint this area of need. Similar to the 
responsibilities to resources ratio, informational capital as a theme was developed 
through both the theoretical and data driven analyses. Both are briefly covered.  
The theme of informational capital was confirmed through both the theoretical 
and data driven analyses. Informational capital took various forms including how to 
interact with professors; how to navigate the community college; and how to navigate 
other institutions. Sources of information capital included families; social networks; 
employees at the community college; and acquiring it independently through the internet. 
The assistance of technology in the acquisition of informational capital was not limited to 
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students. Some parents, who were not college graduates, were described as doing their 
‘research’ in order to understand how to effectively navigate the system. 
Socialization in the process of acquiring informational capital was broader than 
one’s immediate family and social network, even including community college 
employees as key agents who had the potential to share or withhold pertinent 
informational capital. All students appreciated when employees were as specific in the 
requirements as possible acknowledging the student’s novice status in the educational 
system. Zayy provided the example of a helpful professor who would explain to students 
to write their name where it says “name.” Things that often came as second nature to the 
community college employees felt foreign and had the potential to produce anxiety in the 
students. 
Furthermore, the cross case data driven comparison reiterated the importance of 
informational capital. Within the examination of knowledge it was discovered that 
students meeting SAP (n=248) spoke more than twice as frequently about informational 
capital than those not meeting SAP (n=105). Regardless of how students acquired it, it 
appears pivotal that they gain access to informational capital in order to achieve their 
academic goals.   
For many students the possession of or lack of informational capital and 
knowledge meant the difference between meeting and not meeting SAP. In cases such as 
Lola White, she dropped her classes without understanding the consequences associated 
with this action. She became educated on the completion rate criteria of SAP once she 
was no longer eligible for financial aid. Similarly, informational capital was able to offset 
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unexpected life events for some students, but when it was lacking it sometimes meant 
losing access to the Pell Grant. This was the case for Addyson whose two children 
required surgery during one semester. She was unaware of the community college’s 
medical withdrawal petition was an option that could have enabled her to withdraw 
without a penalty during that semester. At the time of her interview, she was filing an 
appeal with financial aid because she was penalized for not completing the courses and 
was not meeting SAP. She did not list her children’s multiple surgeries in the appeal 
because she did not have medical documentation to support her claims. She was unaware 
that the medical office could potentially mail or email the paperwork to her saving the 
cost of gas and time to drive an hour and a half to obtain the documentation in person. 
She instead listed her erratic work schedule in her appeal.  
She may have chosen to list work in her appeal for a couple of other reasons as 
well. From her perspective work is imperative to her and her family’s survival. 
Additionally, her decision to list work may also be a reflection of the American ideology 
as she attempted to prove that she is not a lazy person attempting to take advantage of the 
system. Quite the opposite, she is an exceptionally dedicated worker. For Addyson, the 
lack of informational capital meant she missed a valuable opportunity during the semester 
to withdrawal for medical reasons, and she also was not crafting her appeal in a way that 
the community college would likely approve it.     
However, this example also highlights the need for community colleges and the 
larger educational system to understand the student perspective if community colleges are 
truly to be an agent of democratization. Empowerment theory’s critical lens enabled a 
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shift in perspective moving the onus from the student to obtain informational capital to 
the standpoint of questioning the responsibility of community colleges, the system of 
higher education, and the decision makers to understand the perspective of community 
college students. The disconnection was a concern voiced by many of the community 
college students who felt they were not being viewed as integrated people with 
aspirations to attain academic credentials who are also constrained by environmental 
barriers. When community college students are not understood by the system of higher 
education and the students in turn do not understand how to navigate the elaborate 
bureaucratic systems, this can leave them stuck and experiencing powerless in its many 
forms. 
Powerlessness. 
The lack of value placed on the student voice, barriers and the inequitable 
responsibilities to resources ratio, and a lack of knowledge and informational capital can 
all lead to powerlessness. The theme of powerlessness was derived exclusively from the 
empowerment codes through the data driven analysis. Three categories of powerlessness 
were discovered in the cross case analysis: feeling powerless; structural components of 
powerlessness; and powerlessness in social network or family. Essentially, some of these 
students are completely surrounded by powerlessness. It manifests externally and 
internally. Students who were not meeting SAP were twice as likely to speak about 
powerlessness (n=160) in its various forms compared to students who were meeting SAP 
(n=80), but all students spoke about situations related to powerlessness.  
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The findings indicate students who are not meeting SAP are a potentially 
disempowered group compared to the meeting the SAP group, though both could be 
classified as relatively powerless groups within the larger social structure. Students 
experienced powerlessness internally through their own feelings and externally through 
witnessing it in their families and social networks and encountering it structurally in 
situations related to and seemingly unrelated to school. Examples of powerlessness and 
oppression manifested in immigration, finance, work, family, and child welfare issues. 
None of these experiences are considered within the scope of one’s academic life, yet it 
seems unrealistic to argue that these events would not impact an individual’s educational 
experience. Additionally, students experienced powerlessness within the community 
college as they reported being dismissed by tutors, staff, or professors when seeking 
assistance. Those are certainly areas for community colleges to consider additional 
inquiry into their training and practices in relation to student outcomes.  
To my knowledge, powerlessness has not been examined previously with 
community college students. This study begins an investigation into this area but more 
work is needed. Additionally, since the empowerment theory employed in this analysis 
was developed to assist individuals acquire or reacquire power, this may be an area for 
future social work practice. Both of these areas will be further explored in the next 
chapter. Overall, this research has reinforced the minority of voices in the literature and 
presented new findings, yet as with all research, it has limitations.   
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Limitations  
While this is one of the first studies to investigate barriers and enablers for Pell 
Grant eligible community college students both within community colleges and in 
students’ environments more broadly from a qualitative perspective, its limitations must 
also be addressed. First, not all of the students I approached to participate in the study 
chose to. Race, age, and gender may have all been factors. As a white, middle-aged, 
female social worker some groups were potentially less trusting of me, than they would 
have been if I fit into different demographic categorizations. The individuals who were 
willing to share their stories also most likely differ from those who chose not to 
participate generally. Additionally, some students may have had time restrictions and 
other responsibilities that hindered them from participating. The sample, because of its 
size and geographically specific recruitment, hinder the results from being generalized to 
the larger national population. However, the results are not limited to one specific 
community college which assisted in capturing a broader sample (Flick, 2004).  
Coding interviews remains a subjective process that can be shaded by the 
worldview and experiences of the coder (Hammond & Wellington, 2013; Henn, 
Weinstein, & Foard, 2006). Because incident-by-incident coding can assist in negating 
researcher bias, it was employed in this research (Charmaz, 2006). Furthermore, my 
dissertation committee reviewed and provided feedback throughout the planning, 
implementation, analysis, and writing of the dissertation. The committee consisted of 
experts in methods and content areas appropriate to the research. This assisted in ensuring 
the findings were sufficiently based in the data and were not made in isolation. Even with 
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the limitations that accompany any research study, this dissertation has enabled the 
perceptions and experiences of current community college students who are and are not 
meeting their institution’s criteria to receive financial aid to be known. 
Conclusion 
This study examined Pell Grant eligible community college students’ perceptions 
of agents of democratization and diversion that impact their educational attainment and 
also compared two groups of students, those meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP. 
This chapter provided an overview of the theoretical frameworks and methods, a detailed 
summary of the major contributions of the research, and the limitations of the 
dissertation. The next chapter continues this exploration and directly links the results to 
their application in theory, policy, practice, and future research.  	
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Chapter 6 Implications 
The previous chapter detailed the contributions of this dissertation. This chapter 
moves from descriptions of the findings into action. The findings of this research have 
implications for theory, policy, practice, and research. Each of these are thoroughly 
examined.  
Theory Implications 
The two theoretical frameworks permitted a comprehensive understanding of the 
complexities, contradictions, and complications of community college student lives to be 
examined in this study. Because theory in this work and future work helps to shape the 
questions that are addressed in research related to community colleges, it is imperative to 
take a deeper look at the utility of the theories for promoting understanding of the issues 
explored in this dissertation. First, an exploration of the usefulness and limitations of the 
democratization and diversion theory in its original and updated form is presented in this 
section. Then empowerment theory as a valuable frame to capture the experiences of 
community college students is discussed. Although these theories were helpful, there 
appears to be a need for additional theory to be developed in this area. Qualitative inquiry 
can facilitate a reconsideration and further development of theories (Miles & Huberman, 
1994). Thus, future directions for theoretical development and an emerging framework 
are briefly examined to conclude this section.   
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Democratization and diversion.  
The theory of democratization and diversion has served as a valuable framework 
for inquiry about community college students for over two decades. However, even prior 
to this research the need to update the theory was triggered as community colleges began 
to offer bachelor’s degrees changing the dynamics and functions of community colleges 
as institutions. The findings from this research, further evidence that the theory’s scope is 
limited when applied to today’s community colleges and their students. The sole focus on 
the community college as an agent of democratization or diversion, instead of one 
component of the obstacle course students must navigate, misses much of the students’ 
experiences. The binary categories for the institutions appear oversimplified and not 
suited for framing more complex phenomena.  
Therefore, the theory was updated from its original form. The basic premise of 
democratization and diversion was expanded to include the many potential agents of 
democratization and diversion in the students’ lives more holistically. The updated 
version of the theory encompassed a potential range of experiences both inside and 
outside of the community college. For example, within the community college, helpful 
experiences with faculty and staff were captured as agents of democratization and 
unhelpful experiences with community college employees were captured as agents of 
diversion. Similarly, the updated version of the theory widened the focus to include 
factors ‘outside’ of the academic realm. For instance work and family responsibilities 
were able to be identified as impacting the students’ educational attainment.  
The updated theory of democratization and diversion assisted in capturing the 
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subtleties associated with having many roles (e.g. student, worker, parent, caregiver), and 
this dissertation underscores the need for more intricate categorizations. The expansion to 
agents of democratization and diversion to the students’ lives generally appeared to allow 
for a more accurate assessment of democratization and diversion. Many of the students 
were dismissive of the community college as a problem and instead they focused on their 
life circumstances ‘outside’ of the college. The incorporation of students’ life 
circumstances in addition to their experiences at the community college allowed students 
to share their perceptions of barriers more broadly. The expanded version of the theory 
enabled these agents of diversion to be captured and evidenced the need to update the 
theory.   
Qualitative research can enable insight to be gained into the connections and 
relationships amongst phenomena without being overly rigid or prescriptive (Spencer, 
Ritchie, & O’Connor, 2003). The modified version of the democratization and diversion 
theory enabled this flexibility and new information to be gathered to create a more 
comprehensive picture of the students’ experiences and of the community colleges they 
attend. Children serve as a good example of the complicated nature of agents of 
democratization and diversion. For instance, while young children were often noted as a 
source of motivation which classified them as an agent of democratization, they were 
additionally described as requiring care; thus they were simultaneously classified as an 
agent of diversion. Within one agent, young children, the paradox is evident. Dougherty 
(1994) previously described the community college as, “The Contradictory College.” 
This continues to appear accurate, and the contradictory label is not limited to the college. 
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Young children serve as just one example of the sometimes conflicting nature of the 
categorizations of democratization and diversion.  
Brint & Karabel’s theory of democratization and diversion provided the 
foundation for the theoretical codes and produced a wealth of insight into Pell Grant 
eligible community college students’ perceptions. However, alone it was unable to 
capture the totality of experiences. For example, the theory did not identify families and 
social networks as sources of informational capital. Additionally, the theory does not 
incorporate the same critical lens as empowerment theory; therefore, it overlooked the 
perspective that community colleges, their employees, and decision makers at higher 
levels need to understand the community college student population. Therefore, 
empowerment theory was also drawn upon to aid in a thorough analysis.  
Empowerment theory.  
Empowerment theory was an equally valuable framework guiding this research 
and complementing the theory of democratization and diversion. While empowerment 
theory is not often associated with the community college literature, its applicability is 
apparent based on this research. It enabled the power dynamics and experiences of power 
within the students’ lives, to be thoroughly examined. The theory also allowed the 
strengths of students to be captured in a meaningful way. This was especially helpful to 
challenge the traditionally thought of strengths and consider the nontraditional strengths 
of this population. Community college students try to manage ‘the juggle’ of 
disproportionate responsibilities with insufficient resources, and commonly this is only 
framed as a limitation, hindering their academic success and contributing to their 
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attrition. While these barriers most certainly do not enhance graduation rates at 
community colleges, the resilience of these individuals is worth highlighting. Their 
ability to remain positive and hopeful despite often extremely challenging circumstances 
provides perspective and evidences the strengths of this population.  
However, if empowerment theory were used in isolation, significant factors in the 
students’ lives may have been overlooked. For example, many of the sources of 
motivation would have been missed. Serving as an example, repaying a debt, and 
children as sources of motivation were derived exclusively from the updated 
democratization and diversion theoretical framework. Additionally, some of the other 
findings would have been more challenging to capture. For instance, the care young 
children require, complications with transportation, and families as unable to support may 
have eventually been teased out through the empowerment theory singularly but these 
issues were easily identified through the use of the democratization and diversion 
theoretical framework in addition to the empowerment perspective. Therefore, one of the 
theoretical implications of this work is the discovery of a need for additional theory to be 
developed related to community colleges and their students.    
Future theory development.  
This study begins to inform a new theoretical framework based on its updated 
version of democratization and diversion when used in conjunction with empowerment 
theory. Saldaña (2011) views theory creation in terms of “if-then” logic (p.113). In this 
case the if-then logic can be applied to each of the four major categories identified as 
agents of democratization and diversion. If students have enough motivation, then they 
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are more likely to attain their academic goals. If students have enough resources to meet 
their responsibilities, then they are more likely to attain their academic goals. If students 
have enough informational capital, then they are more likely to attain their academic 
goals. If students have access to power, then they are more likely to attain their academic 
goals. If students have all four, then they are most likely to attain their academic goals.  
This logic highlights the basis of retention and attrition for Pell Grant eligible community 
college students (Diagram 1). According to Saldaña (2011) a theory also needs to explain 
how or why a phenomena occurs through explicitly observing its causes and offering 
awareness in order to enhance existing social conditions. The cause is not a solitary or 
simple one rather the culmination of many forces enabling or hindering progress. This 
emerging framework, focusing on the full landscape of students’ experiences, could 
provide a useful foundation to more comprehensively investigate what hinders and 
encourages successful attainment of community college students’ educational goals.  
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In addition to theoretical implications, this dissertation has implications for policy as 
well.  
Policy Implications 
While theories can assist in conceptualizing and explaining phenomena, policies 
provide direction and regulation. Implications for policy are noted in two general areas, 
funding and assessment. Within each of these topics, both community college students 
and community colleges as institutions are considered.  
Funding.  
Adequate funding is imperative to the success of any policy. Critics of The No 
Child Left Behind Act note many problems with the policy including the federal 
government’s concentration on implementing national standards without the needed 
resources to accompany them (Zelizer, 2015).  Similarly, community colleges and their 
students also need access to adequate funding in order to achieve their prescribed and 
chosen goals. The funding for both of these parties will be addressed in this section.   
Community college students.  
Students present on community college campuses facing a number of potential 
obstacles to completing their educations (Engle & Tinto, 2008). They understand the path 
to long-term financial stability is achieved by obtaining an educational credential, yet the 
path to the educational credential is not so apparent. These students often need to focus 
on their immediate needs in order to support themselves and their families without the 
luxury of time to dedicate to their studies.     
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The results of this research clearly show that academic success for community 
college students is impacted by their resources to responsibilities ratio.  For example, 
many students need to work in order to access enough resources to live; consequently, 
work represents an important responsibility.  If students did not need to work as many 
hours in order to obtain resources, we can hypothesize that they would achieve greater 
academic success.  Thus, results suggest that funding for community college students and 
community colleges is insufficient. Community college Pell Grant eligible students face a 
number of financial barriers. With the assistance of the Pell Grant, tuition is 
surmountable, but for many, living expenses remain out of reach.  Thus an important 
policy implication is to provide access to adequate funding and resources for community 
college students so that they can meet their basic needs as they pursue their educations.  
Goldrick-Rab & Shaw (2014) have proposed a free two-year option similar to 
President Obama’s initiative that would expand tuition free college at the community 
college level beyond Pell Grant recipients to include the middle class. However, 
Goldrick-Rab & Shaw (2014) include a living-wage work study position and a stipend to 
offset the cost of living expenses in their proposal. Their proposal works to correct the 
currently inadequate funding available to students and links students to employment 
through the community colleges. The students from this research would agree that 
additional funding is required to enable them to reach their academic goals. Further, those 
who worked at the community college were grateful and viewed this as a linking agent 
for themselves to the college. Students who were not actively employed by the 
community college often expressed interest in working there so they could have their 
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student role acknowledged and valued by their employer and for some who had limited 
access to transportation this would remove the barrier of traveling from school to work 
and vice versa. 
Community college students were grateful for the Pell Grant. They viewed the 
assistance as sufficient to pay for community college tuition, but they also acknowledged 
it was not enough to move away to a university. Some of the students were accepted to 
universities but decided to stay home due to financial constraints. Previously, this would 
have classified the community college as serving a diversionary function (Brint & 
Karabel, 1989). Some students were not sure how they would ever afford the expenses 
associated with universities. Community college students need assistance with their 
financial issues. Unfortunately, when they turn to their community colleges, they see the 
institutions are provided with insufficient funding as well.   
Community colleges.  
Similar to their students, community colleges attempt to manage their unbalanced 
responsibilities to resources ratio. Over the past decade, community colleges have 
continually been given more responsibility on top of serving a population in greater need, 
yet they are provided with virtually the same amount of funding with an increase of about 
one dollar per student (Century Foundation, 2013).  This is an anomaly in the system of 
education. Primary and secondary educational policy provides more funding to help the 
schools whose students face the greatest challenges; this logic needs to be expanded to 
post-secondary education and specifically to community colleges (Padron & Marx, 
2013).  
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Many of the students expressed an interest in additional resources being offered at 
the community college including housing, day care, transportation, and health clinics. 
The additional funding for community colleges could enable community colleges to 
provide the supplemental services that students need or allow partnerships to be created 
with existing services in the community for their students. Additionally, many students 
raised concerns about the inequitable staff to student ratio. The students would like to 
have a more personalized experience when they go to see a financial aid or academic 
advisor. If community colleges were funded comparably with their four-year 
counterparts, they would be able to hire more staff, create caseloads of students for each 
advisor, and provide the one-on-one services that so many community college students 
need.   
For now, it would seem our society continues to request and in some cases 
demand that community colleges overcome educational barriers associated with poverty 
in about two years per student. If education truly is a national priority and community 
colleges are to be a viable pathway to that education, they and their students need to be 
funded sufficiently. While students do not typically view community colleges as the 
problem, they do acknowledge the problems both within and outside of the community 
college that can culminate in the status of not meeting SAP.  
Academic standards.  
In addition to recommendations for changes in funding, this research has policy 
implications for the assessment of both community college students and community 
colleges as institutions. Students are assessed in a number of ways. However most 
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pertinent to this research are the satisfactory academic progress criteria that can directly 
impact a one’s eligibility to receive financial aid. Community colleges are frequently 
assessed through a comparison with four-year institutions with methods created for four-
year institutions. Additionally, new measures are said to be forthcoming from the Obama 
administration and will be tied directly with the funding for the free community college 
option (The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, 2015). Assessments as they 
relate to community college students and community colleges are briefly examined next.  
Community college students.  
Community college students are not scrutinized through a lengthy admissions 
process, but they are monitored throughout their studies if they receive financial aid. The 
satisfactory academic progress criteria are provided in uniform guidance that can then be 
interpreted by the individual institutions (Federal Student Aid Office of the US 
Department of Education, n.d.). The students questioned how the same criteria could be 
applied to community college and university students when the students are not offered 
the same supports. Larry Joseph viewed it this way:  
…community colleges…all the focus is not on the classes. A university, all the 
focus is on the classes. It’s a university, and your main 100 percent focus is for 
you to graduate. That’s why they have dorms, that’s why they have a lot of people 
to help you out. Your whole surrounding is people to help you out. And there’s no 
leaving the university and going somewhere else. When you do leave, it’s because 
you’re on spring break or you’re doing something else. A state college, you leave 
all the time. You have other things you have to worry about. You have your 
personal issues, problems, so all the focus is not on the classes, so expect students 
to fail.  
 
These potentially class-shaded views are ultimately embedded in educational policy 
creating unrealistic standards for some community college students. When considering 
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the experiences of community college students, the expectation that they will finish in the 
same manner and on the same schedule as the majority of four-year students seems 
impractical. Community college students appear to have higher levels of need and access 
to fewer resources. Therefore, a further evaluation into the legitimacy of the SAP criteria 
is needed. It is unclear if the standards protect the financial aid system, from individuals 
who have an interest in financial aid monies but not a genuine interest in educational 
attainment, or if they create unmanageable barriers hindering students who are trying to 
manage many responsibilities.  
One purpose of this research is to bring the student voice into the community 
college dialogue. A number of the students believed that the community college should 
be free for everyone. They viewed it as benefitting the individual, community, and larger 
US society. Therefore, results suggest that a number of the students would like to see the 
community college provide open access and education including free books and supplies 
without satisfactory academic progress criteria in place similar to public secondary 
schools. However, another faction of students noted while they believed the same 
standards should not be in place for four-year and two-year students, they did believe that 
some standard needed to be in place to avert individuals taking advantage of the system. 
One way to satisfy these somewhat divergent views would be to advocate for the 
community college to provide education, books, and supplies without fees. If students 
want to receive additional monies to assist with their living expenses, they must meet 
SAP. While this will not address all of the issues raised by students, it would address 
some of their voiced concerns.   
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In addition to bringing the student voice into the conversation, one of the goals of 
this dissertation is to also offer realistic recommendations. While a shift to free 
community college without standards in place would be challenging to implement, there 
are reasons to consider it a viable policy change. First, the students shared their idea of 
free community college prior to President Obama’s free community college initiative 
announcement. This could mean that there are others who believe the policy change is 
overdue. Further, this targeting (financial aid programs still available for those in need) 
within universalism (free community college for anyone interested) has been argued to be 
an effective way to implement policy in the US (Skocpol, 1991).  
It is clear that without additional supports in place, students are likely to continue 
to struggle to meet the existing standards. A change is needed. Many of the students who 
lost their access to Pell Grants and the other financial aid programs in this study stated 
that they would no longer be able to attend the community college even with their lower 
tuition.  If the number of students not meeting SAP grows overtime will community 
colleges still be considered open door institutions? There is a need to reevaluate the 
assessment of both community college students and community colleges so that we do 
not learn the answer to that question.  
Community colleges.  
Strategies to increase student completion rates are on the forefront of many 
community colleges and even on the list of federal priorities. There is debate on the most 
effective way to evaluate the community college (Dougherty, 2002). Regardless, the 
forthcoming federal funding for the free community college option will be tied to 
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institutional performance measures. While the measures have not yet been publicized, 
caution is warranted should the measures too closely mirror those at four-year 
institutions.  
There undoubtedly will continue to be significant pressure on community colleges 
and their students to complete degrees in line with the university timelines. However, 
without the necessary supports, this appears to set everyone up for failure. When 
immersed in many of these students’ lives, it seems ludicrous to expect ‘on time’ 
graduations as students face ‘the juggle’ including full-time employment, children, other 
family responsibilities, and the effects of living in poverty. Similarly, community 
colleges are increasingly being asked to do more with less and continue to be held to the 
university accountability standard, despite their open access, commitment to social 
justice, and being provided with less money per student (Desrochers & Wellman, 2011).  
Community colleges are often assessed through a comparison with four-year 
institutions. Students with comparable backgrounds, abilities, high school records, and 
aspirations are tracked during their time at community colleges and universities and then 
student outcomes are compared. Their research has shown students who begin at a two-
year college obtain between 11-19% fewer bachelor’s degrees when compared with 
similar students who began their studies at a four-year college or university (Anderson, 
1984; Dougherty, 1992; Long & Kurlaender, 2009; Nunley & Breneman, 1988; Velez, 
1985).  
However, many argue it is unreasonable to compare students who attend a 
community college to those who attend a university and instead they advocate for 
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community colleges to be compared to peer institutions. These institutions should be 
similar in focus (i.e. academic, vocational), state policies (i.e. high school graduation 
standards, articulation agreements), and communities served (i.e. urban, impoverished) 
(Context for Success, n.d.). Similarly, it seems unfair to place the blame squarely on 
community colleges without acknowledging the larger systems that are failing the 
students including a lack of access to adequate childcare; a lack of access to employment 
opportunities that provide a living wage; a lack of access to affordable housing; and the 
many other complications that are associated with living in poverty.  
Moreover, the community college creates an open door for students to enter, exit, 
and reenter higher education again, yet when students take advantage of this flexibility, 
we say the system is not working. The open-door admissions policy at the community 
college could be viewed as agent of democratization but when students take too long to 
complete their degree that view is quickly shifted to the community college as an agent of 
diversion. Students are dealing with issues of poverty, and the unstable living 
environments appear to have a direct impact on their educational outcomes. Yet 
community college students are held to the same standards as students who are 
potentially living in more stable environments. This in turn affects the perception of the 
community college as well. There is a mixed message in the availability of the open-door 
admissions policy, leading to negative assessments when students actually use the 
flexibility that is advertised to them. The open-door mission needs to be reflected in the 
standards and assessment of the community college in order for it to remain a viable 
policy.    
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By expanding the assessment outside of the four-year paradigm, this broader 
evaluation could be accomplished. For instance, the Milestone Model focuses on key 
student achievements within their larger educations. The model was developed to identify 
meaningful points in time in which students encounter barriers to their educational 
progress (Leinbach & Jenkins, 2008). The model allows for the inclusion of different 
types of students (e.g., English as an additional language learners; developmental 
education; college-level) and assesses incremental student outcomes (e.g., completed a 
series of English as an additional language reading courses; completed one career 
exploration course; complete two college level gatekeeper math course) in addition to 
ultimate outcomes of graduation or transfer. While the model was not presented as a way 
to measure a community college’s success, the use of the milestones and momentum 
points outlined by the model could permit a comprehensive investigation into the 
productivity of community colleges in addition to noting problem areas for students that 
need to be addressed. This type of assessment would align with the erratic attendance 
patterns noted by some of the participants in this research and enable a more accurate 
assessment of the community college.  
While the focus of this research has been on AA degree seeking students. It is 
important to remain mindful that this is just one type of student that the community 
college serves within their larger student population. According to the AACC (2014) 
39% of community college students were in enrolled in non-credit programs. This 
significant minority was not addressed in this research, yet they need to be incorporated 
into an institutional assessment. Non-credit program students are often overlooked in the 
216	
	
community college conversation, yet when developing a comprehensive assessment for 
the community college their incorporation could be easily completed. A team of 
community college practitioners and assessment consultants developed a white paper 
advocating a focus on student learning in order to accurately assess community colleges. 
Because students’ educational goals are diverse and influx, an accurate way to measure 
an institution’s effectiveness and identify areas requiring improvement is to focus on 
student learning (“Assessment Framework,” 2004). Additionally, community colleges are 
currently assessed by regional accrediting bodies. The accreditation process is a lengthy 
and ongoing one that assists in the assurance that the standards meet the minimum 
thresholds and that institutions are continually evaluating their model and student 
outcomes. In addition to all of these measures, feedback from key stakeholders is needed 
to comprehensively assess the impact of the community college. Individuals who could 
provide valuable information through surveys or interviews include current students, 
previous students who stopped attending, alumni, employees of the community college, 
business leaders in the community, and community members generally.  
In order for significant change to occur, structural shifts are required. However, 
realistically, our policies would not dramatically shift overnight enabling these students 
and their families to move out of poverty. Even if a policy shift occurred enabling these 
students to be assisted more holistically, their sense of responsibility to their families 
would not be erased. At present, community college students face a number of challenges 
that can skew the assessment of them and the institutions they attend. At best, these 
students are in temporary predicaments and at worst, they are destined to remain working 
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poor or poor with our current structure. In addition to policy changes that will take time 
to advocate for and implement, current community college students need more immediate 
solutions. 
Practice Implications 
Community colleges appear to face ‘the juggle’ with disproportionate 
responsibilities and resources similar to their students. While it is a bit contradictory to 
discuss additional services that are needed after a lack of adequate funding has been 
noted, there appears to be a contribution to be made by social work in this area. Social 
work can offer empowerment theory as a way to guide practice at the community college 
and community colleges could serve as a possible practice site for social workers. 
Additionally, the need for informational capital for students, faculty, staff, and 
administrators is another area for practice. Each of these will be briefly explained.    
Social work.  
Social work has a long history of working with low-income individuals who are 
often disempowered due to oppression. Although not all, many of the students included 
in the sample for this study appeared disempowered. Empowerment theory could provide 
a useful frame for practice at community colleges whether implemented by social 
workers or faculty, staff, and administrators who are trained by social workers. 
Additionally, community colleges need to reconsider what activities are within their 
purview in light of their student population needs. Because of the great needs Pell Grant 
eligible community college students present with, the community college could be a 
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viable practice location for social workers.   
Empowerment practice.  
Empowerment theory provided a valuable lens in order to analyze the Pell Grant 
eligible community college students’ interviews. However, Gutiérrez & Lewis (1999) 
intended empowerment theory to be practiced. While it was modified to assist in analysis 
for this study, there does appear to be a need for its practice with community college 
students, assisting them to acquire or reacquire power. Gutiérrez & Lewis (1999) detailed 
the implemention of an empowering practice for social work but it can easily be applied 
to many of the interactions at the community college. Social workers who have studied 
Gutiérrez & Lewis’ (1999) empowerment theory could provide training for community 
college employees or social workers could implement the theory on the campuses 
themselves. 
Empowerment practice takes three forms: education, participation, and capacity 
building. Education in its formal practice is already occurring at the community college 
through the coursework at the community college. However, education also includes 
consciousness-raising and engaging in a power analysis. Drawing on the theory, 
community college employees could gain insight into the dynamics that contribute to 
their students’ life circumstances, and the employees could utilize the theory to explain to 
students the agency that exists within individuals and the structural constraints they face. 
Further, it could provide a valuable lens for employees and students conceptualizing the 
“tug of war” many students face partially in response to their imbalanced responsibilities 
to resources ratio.  
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In addition, the social workers and individuals, or in this case community college 
employees and students, need to work in a collaborative fashion sharing the power and 
trusting one another. This can include being clear in explaining processes both inside and 
outside of the classroom through a dialogue based on mutual respect. The final form 
empowerment takes is capacity building. Capacity building is a twofold process including 
both strength identification and building. Students’ strengths, both traditional and 
nontraditional, need to be acknowledged. This will vary from student to student but some 
strengths may include speaking more than one language; high academic placement 
scores; and ‘the juggle’ of family, work, and educational responsibilities. Subsequently, 
students would be challenged to build on their existing strengths. These three methods 
used in conjunction can assist in empowering community college students.    
Based on the existing literature, it is unclear what educational credentials and 
prior work histories are required of community college employees. Community college 
administrators and staff are in a prime position to consider practical changes to shift the 
current interactions between students and the educational system. As identified through 
the theoretically driven analysis, empowerment theory appears to overlap with many of 
the current practices at the community college. Further, social workers are already 
working on some community college campuses, but there appears to be a need for 
additional collaboration between community colleges and social work.    
Practice location.  
Social workers understand that change occurring on the many levels, micro, 
mezzo, and macro, in conjunction, has the largest impact. In order to shift the current 
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landscape for community colleges and their students, social workers first could serve as 
case workers on the micro level. Similar to the Single Stop (2014) locations currently 
being piloted on community college campuses, that identify additional government 
benefits low-income students may qualify for in addition to the Pell Grant, social workers 
could provide case management services to students linking them to resources to help 
balance their responsibilities to resources ratio. Furthermore, case management services 
could assist students and their families, in meeting their basic needs. Basic human needs 
were a significant barrier for students and the need to utilize social workers in this 
capacity was noted by one of the participants. Second, on the mezzo level, social workers 
could build on existing relationships between the community college and the surrounding 
community. The enhanced partnerships would focus on gaining access to transportation, 
housing, and daycare services for students. Linking and mediating on the micro and 
mezzo levels are areas that social work has over a century of experience in (Flexner, 
1915/2001). If community colleges do not already have active relationships with county 
public transportation systems, a collaboration could prove beneficial to the entire 
community enabling transportation to be more easily accessed. Similarly, relationships 
could be built with local housing authorities in an effort to provide access to stable 
housing options to students. Finally, on the macro level, social workers can complete 
additional research in this area, advocate for access to education as a right, and organize 
communities in need of education to create a louder voice in which to influence practice 
and policy. There are a number of opportunities that merit further investigation for the 
potential collaboration between social work and higher education, similar to the already 
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existing relationships between social work and the primary and secondary school systems 
(NASW, 2011). Additionally, social workers have often assisted the populations they 
serve in navigating intricate bureaucracies. Community colleges and their constituents are 
similarly in need of this type of informational capital training.     
Informational capital.  
If institutions of higher education truly want to cultivate citizens, then the 
institutions need to provide students with the guidance and training to be successful 
rather than expecting the students to arrive with the requisite skillsets to complete the 
requirements successfully; in the latter case, the system of higher education would serve 
solely a sorting function (Guinier, 2015). If community colleges serve a sorting function, 
they are serving a diversionary role. The findings of this study reinforce the need to 
educate students, both inside the classroom and on the community college campus, and 
thoroughly explore the student’s individual circumstances in order to effectively assist 
them in their educational pursuits. It appears important for community college workers to 
remain mindful that many of these students, whether first generation or not, do not 
understand how the system works and do not know which questions to ask. This is not to 
say the onus should fall on the institution and its workers. Many community college 
faculty and staff appear to already understand the student needs and incorporate some 
forms of empowerment theory into their practices. This includes sharing power and 
information, in some cases explicitly educating students about the requirements of 
informational capital. For those employees at the community college who were described 
by participants as being unhelpful, they could potentially benefit from training on 
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empowerment theory and the importance of informational capital in order to enhance 
their current interactions with students. 
Social workers or community college employees could also create and implement 
educational workshops to provide knowledge and informational capital for students and 
their families and serve a mediating role to assist students in understanding the complex 
processes associated with community college attendance. If community colleges are truly 
to be an agent of democratization, changes need to occur on the institutional and systemic 
levels. This research provides some insight into these issues, but there is considerably 
more to learn.  
Research Implications 
In addition to practice implications, this dissertation has implications for research. 
The findings provide new insights into community colleges and their students. 
Interestingly, a number of the students interviewed would have been classified as non-
completers in research drawing on the readily available national databases. Yet, their 
stories revealed that they are persevering, and they did not perceive a deadline that they 
needed to meet in order to be judged successful. These student perceptions and the need 
to incorporate factors ‘external’ to the community college in the research will be briefly 
explored. Then areas for future qualitative and quantitative research will also be 
presented focusing on two populations – community college students and employees.  
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New insights.  
This dissertation draws attention to previously overlooked phenomena that have 
the potential to reframe the existing beliefs about community colleges, their success rates, 
and their students. First, a number of students from both groups, those meeting SAP and 
those not meeting SAP, would have been classified as non-completers in research 
employing the NELS or BPS databases which only track students for four and six years 
respectively. It was odd to have this label of ‘non-completer’ in mind as I interviewed the 
students who were actively pursuing their degrees and as some were even approaching 
their graduations. This highlights a limitation in the current quantitative research drawing 
on these databases.  
Additionally, many students did not view their timelines as problematic 
necessarily, unlike policy makers and researchers who conceptualize longer timelines as 
precarious. While the students did not want to take decades to complete their educations, 
they did not believe education was something that was time limited. Some students 
believed if they completed their degrees when they were younger, they would not have 
benefitted from their educations in the same way that they have as adults. Therefore, the 
students acknowledged the benefit to being a mature student.  
Though respect for the varying perspectives on time to degree completion is 
important, acknowledging the constraints in the students’ lives that can elongate 
academic timelines appears needed as well. These ‘external’ factors to the community 
college are salient in their educational outcomes. For the students who did want to finish 
quickly, they did not see how that would be possible given the number of remedial, 
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prerequisite, and general education courses they were required to take while 
simultaneously managing their ‘external’ responsibilities. Iace Johnson who worked three 
jobs and was one of three primary financial contributors in his household, describes the 
conundrum, “What made me not a completer? It was your educational system…If you 
made it feasible to actually finish a two-year degree program in two years, we would do 
it.”  
Pell Grant eligible community college students view their education as just one 
responsibility in their busy lives. This meant students sometimes had to make a choice 
between quick grades and good grades due to their other responsibilities. Shelly took two 
classes each semester to avoid student loans and to ensure she earned A’s while also 
working and caring for her daughter as a single parent. Shelly by all accounts was doing 
everything the right way, yet taking her courses slowly, plus taking time off to give birth 
and receive treatment for depression could lead researchers employing the national 
databases to believe that she was not a completer. However, she viewed herself as being 
successful when taking into consideration her environmental constraints. The 
incorporation of these constrictions including families, work, school, and the interplay 
between responsibilities and resources appears imperative in future research.  
Future research.  
Even prior to this study, the dearth of research in this area was clear. More 
quantitative and qualitative works are needed on community colleges and their students. 
For instance, additional qualitative works could assist in creating a more comprehensive 
understanding of students’ lives from their vantage point. These types of bottom-up 
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studies can assist in completing the currently deficient picture. Interviewing additional 
community college students and also community college employees could prove 
beneficial to ensure we possess a comprehensive and accurate understanding of what is 
occurring at these institutions in order to adequately inform future theory, practice, and 
policy. The participants seemed to appreciate being asked their viewpoints and the 
community colleges participating in this study were interested in the research and the 
results. The lack of research to date in this area appears to be correctable. Future research 
with community college students and employees could continue to fill the gap that exists 
in the literature.  
Students.  
Because of the lack of research completed on community college students, there 
are many areas for future exploration. A few that are relevant to this research are noted. 
To begin, the concepts of meeting SAP and not meeting SAP, necessitate further 
investigation. Since colleges are able to interpret the federal guidelines, a content analysis 
investigating the differences and similarities between institutions could prove valuable. 
For instance, it could be helpful to know if the any community colleges found a formula 
that enhances student outcomes as well as if there is an interpretation that creates a 
barrier for students that should be avoided. Moreover, the two student groups, of those 
meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP appeared to overlap in many ways. A more 
focused study on groups of students early in their studies and students near graduation 
could provide more opportunities for stark contrasts. Additionally, a study of students 
over time could prove valuable to explore the changes in life circumstances and their 
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effects on their academics.  
Further, there is a need for additional research that challenges the traditional 
notions of success. Employing the strategies noted in the policy section of this chapter, 
that focus on milestones and student learning, would provide a new quantitative look at 
community colleges both highlighting nontraditional successes and areas for future 
improvements. Quantitative data could also provide a pathway to further refine and test 
the emerging new theory presented in this dissertation.  
Additionally, future research on not only informational capital but also a student’s 
habitus is needed. Unfortunately, because of the theoretical frameworks employed to 
guide the study and analyze the interviews, the data did not allow for additional analysis 
into each student’s habitus in order to explore what may have prompted some students to 
seek out information or for others who possessed the ability to decode the way in which 
the petition system works when unexpected events arise. For instance when some 
students were no longer meeting SAP, they moved into action to appeal the status while 
others viewed the status as a terminal destination. Even though this research could not 
tease out all of the influences, this is an area for future exploration.   
To some extent, the participants identify community colleges as offering a 
number of helpful resources and creating a power-sharing environment. Community 
college students also perceive the community college as having fewer staff and resources, 
like housing and health clinics, available to students, and they view this as negatively 
impacting their own and other students’ educational attainment. The students’ awareness 
of the lack of staff and resources to assist them is worth further exploration. The 
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interpretation of this and the impact on student outcomes could assist in creating a more 
inclusive understanding of the community college environment from the student 
perspective. These circumstances not only impact students but also the community 
college employees, who are an additional group in need of investigation.  
Employees.  
Investigating the employees’ perspectives, their educational backgrounds, 
personal and professional values, and training could add another valuable perspective. 
Similar to their students, there is not a great deal known about community college 
employees. Their perceptions of agents of democratization and diversion would add 
another expert voice to the community college literature. Additionally, exploring 
employees’ value systems, their decision to work at a community college, and their 
perceptions of their interactions with students could assist in understanding community 
colleges and the individuals that comprise the institutions. Based on the current research, 
it is unclear if community college employees are aware of community college students’ 
needs. Presenting the results of this dissertation to employees of the community college 
for validation or rejection in addition to garnering their perspectives could also be an area 
worthy of exploration.  
Conclusion 
Compared to university students, community college students have received little 
attention in the literature. This study has begun to address the gap in the literature and the 
lack of the community college student perspective but additional research is needed. This 
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dissertation has enhanced what is known about the community college student experience 
through their own words and perceptions. This study specifically examined the two 
following research questions: (1) What do current Pell Grant eligible community college 
students, who are meeting and are not meeting their institution’s criteria of SAP towards 
an AA degree, view as agents of diversion and democratization that impact their 
educational attainment? (2) What are the differences in perceptions between the two 
student groups, those meeting SAP and those not meeting SAP?  
The data both confirm previous findings in the literature and contradict what is 
known about community colleges and their students. The classist views embedded within 
policy and research were brought to light through focusing on the student perception in 
this dissertation. The community college is just one part of the structural labyrinth that 
Pell Grant eligible community college students face. This dissertation has highlighted 
many previously overlooked barriers for community college students. The findings in this 
research draw attention to the importance of incorporating students, their views, and their 
experiences into the current conversation about community colleges. This is especially 
true of Pell Grant eligible, racial and ethnic minority students whose voices are often 
overlooked in favor of ‘experts’ who appear to be missing essential pieces of the attrition 
puzzle.  
Qualitative data enable the complexity and entanglement of influential factors in 
individuals’ lives to be holistically explored (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This study was 
no exception.  The majority of research on community college students has focused on 
student demographics and outcomes in quantitative studies. Conversely, this dissertation 
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has focused on community college students’ perceptions and experiences. Few studies 
have focused on the community college student voice. Additional research on community 
college student perceptions has assisted in creating a more accurate and comprehensive 
picture of what is occurring for students who are meeting and not meeting SAP in order 
to attain their AA degrees.  
With this new information, it is hard to ignore the limitations of the current 
system. Should we continue to disregard the systemic and individual challenges Pell 
Grant eligible community college students face, then as Larry Joseph noted, we should 
“…expect students to fail.”  
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Appendix A: Pilot Study Overview 
 
During the Summer of 2011, Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was 
sought and obtained to interview students who were prior community college students 
(n=13) and who also attended a 25th or higher ranked (according to US World News and 
Report) graduate social work program. An interview guide and educational timeline were 
employed during the interviews that contained questions about the individual’s 
educational experiences and perceptions (Weiss, 1995). The questions were created 
drawing on the democratization and diversion framework, empowerment theory, and the 
existing literature. The questions did not appear to elicit emotional distress. Participants 
were able to skip any questions and withdraw from the study at any time. There were no 
adverse events and no participants withdrew during the pilot study.  
Participants were recruited via student list-serves, flyers in student lounges and 
academic resource centers (i.e. tutoring services) as well as through faculty 
recommendations at high-ranking, graduate social work programs in New England. The 
focus of the interviews included: students’ retrospective perceptions of their educational 
experiences and choices (McDonough, 1997), barriers and enablers from pre-community 
college to graduate study (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2003; Pak et al., 2007; Wirth & 
Padilla, 2008), participant perceptions of high ranking universities, comparisons between 
universities and community colleges (Ellis, 2013), and recommendations for how both 
universities and community colleges could promote community college student success. 
Participants also completed an educational timeline to help identify life events that 
students believe may have impacted their learning regardless of whether they occurred 
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within or outside the educational arena (Borden, 2004; Kinser & Deitchman, 2008; Tinto, 
1975). 
Participants were paid a single payment of $15 as compensation for their 
participation in the research once they completed the consent form. A typical interview 
took approximately 45 minutes. The interviews were transcribed by paid transcriptionists, 
volunteer current community college students, and me. I verified and de-identified all 
interviews ensuring accuracy and participant confidentiality. The transcription and 
verification process enabled me to become familiar with the data. This included listening 
to the audio files, ensuring accuracy of transcription, removing identifiable information, 
and including details on tone and expression to capture the essence of the participant’s 
view point rather than solely their words. One to three paragraph overview summaries 
were created for each participant. Along with the summaries, timelines were created 
based both on what the participants wrote on their timelines and also what they shared 
during their interviews. 	
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 Appendix B: Students Meeting SAP Demographics  	
Name Age Race Ethnicity/National 
Origin 
Gender First Language 
Asha White 36 Black  African American Female English 
Porsha 40 Other West Indian Female English 
Princess Campbell 20 African American (blank) Female English 
Zayn 24 White Hispanic Male English 
Maria Rios 30 Hispanic/White (blank) Female English 
Zayy 26 Hispanic Honduras Male Spanish 
Sarah 24 White American Female English 
Leonard Johnson 24 B African American Male English 
JoJo 28 Hispanic Spain Female English/Spanish 
Socrates 23 White Irish/Italian Male English 
Katie Gee 21 Hispanic Hispanic Female Spanish 
Lionel Luc 21 Black Black Male Creole, French, Spanish 
Marlen 20 Mexican/American (blank) Female English 
Gaby 28 Black  African American Female English 
Anais Sierra 19 White Hispanic Female English  
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Wilou Adrien 33 Black Haitian Male Creole 
Lani Winters 19 White American Female English 
Iace Johnson 22 African American Haitian Male Creole 
Imani Jones 19 African American Non-Hispanic Female English 
Alexis Bermudez 53 White USA Female English 
Gennaro 21 White USA Male English 
Pete Blackmarker 19 Mix (blank) Male English 
Jack 22 African American Black Male English 
Lee 26 Asian Filipino Female English 
Your Face 19 Asian (Korean) South Korean Male English 
Mark Johnson 22 African American Ethiopian/Eritrean Male English 
Chanell 25 Black (blank) Female English 
Alex Smith 20 Native American Native American Male English 
Milagros Duran 20 Spanish Dominican Republic Female Spanish 
Bonita Applebottom 25 African American  Jamaican Female English 
Jonathan Valton 24 Hispanic United States Male English 
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Appendix C: Students Not Meeting SAP Demographics 	
Name Age Race Ethnicity/National Origin Gender First Language 
Addyson  24 White (unanswered) Female English 
Ann Peter 24 White Hispanic Female English 
Do Do 32 African Haiti Male Creole, French 
Lily Marley 25 African Jamaican Jamaican Female English 
Sergio Celis 20 Black Venezuela Male Spanish 
Tyrell Davis 25 Black N/A Male English 
Anna Smith 25 Black Non-Hispanic Female English 
Dahanna 29 African American (unanswered) Female Creole and French 
Larry Joseph 20 Black U.S. Male English 
Big Daddy 23 African American (unanswered) Male English 
Stephanie Cervantes 20 Hispanic Guatemala Female English 
Honest Angel 35 Black (unanswered) Female English 
Jill 22 W Hispanic Female Spanish/English 
Lucky Lawrence 21 Haitian Black Female Creole 
Cecilie Johnson 26 Black (unanswered) Female English 
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Shelly 25 Hispanic Mexican Female English 
Jamunji Vick 24 B/M Haitian/American Male Creole 
Ashley Moore 20 Irish/Hawaiian American Female English 
Gordon Rainsey 19 African American  (unanswered) Male English 
Shannon 26 Black Jamaican Female English 
Lisa 19 Hispanic (unanswered) Female English 
Abby 20 Hispanic White Female Spanish 
Lola White 20 White Russian/American Female English 
Maria Anderson 23 Black African American Haitian Female English 
Ashli 20 Hispanic/Latino American Female English  
Ben Bigsby 19 Caucasian (unanswered) Male English 
David Restrepo  19 Hispanic Colombia Male Spanish 
Dutchess 22 African American Dutch Female English 
Herb Peters 19 Black/African American American Male English 
Franco 20 Hispanic Peru Male Spanish  
Madison Dixon 21 Black (unanswered) Female English 		 	
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Appendix D: Interview Guide for Current Community College Students 
Ask the participant to draw a timeline of their educational history, from high school to 
present on a piece of paper. Inquire about the time line throughout the interview. Be sure 
to ask questions about gaps between educational institutions and what was happening 
outside of academics that may have affected their schooling.  
 
Choice to attend community college 
 
What influenced your decision to attend a community college? Did you apply to other 
schools? 
 
What is your motivation for pursuing a college education? What did you aspire to 
accomplish when you enrolled in the community college? Has this goal changed?  
 
When do you typically take classes and in what form (i.e. days, weekends, online)? What 
is a typical course load for you per semester? When do you expect to graduate?  
 
Experience at community college (Institutional barriers/enablers) 
 
Tell me about a professor who has impacted your education at the community college? 
 
Tell me about a staff member who impacted your education (like a advisor, dean). 
 
How would you describe the other students at your community college? 
 
How would you describe the coursework at your community college (i.e. easy, hard)?  
 
Have you ever received wrong or conflicting information from employees/faculty?  
 
Did you ever consider changing your major to a non-academic or technical program? 
 
Did you ever think about dropping out?  
What influenced that decision?  
How did you overcome it? 
 
Do you think the community college is flexible when something unexpected arises (i.e. 
car accident, job change)?  
 
External influences on the community college education (External barriers/enablers)  
 
Do you work? Full-time/Part-time? What is your job?  
What is your reason for working (i.e. to support your family, yourself, for extras)?  
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Do your finances affect your education? In what way?  
 
Other than being a student, what other responsibilities do you have (i.e. parent, 
caretaker)?  
 
What are your living arrangements? How do you travel to campus?  
 
What percentage of your time do you spend on your studies a day or week? What 
percentage do you spend on your other responsibilities?  
 
Do you feel you have competing demands in your life? If so, how do you manage them?  
 
What do you consider priorities in your life? What would be your number 1 priority right 
now? 
 
Progress towards educational goal 
 
What/who has assisted you in making progress towards your goal (i.e. cheerleader)? 
 
What/who has gotten in the way of you achieving your educational goal (i.e. money)?  
 
How do you think other students are able to meet their educational goals?  
 
What do you think hinders other students from achieving their goals?  
 
Are there bigger picture things that need to change like the economy, racism?  
 
Has the educational system failed you in any way?  
 
What would make your life easier? 
 
Improving the community college experience 
 
What are community colleges doing well? What could they be doing better?  
 
Community colleges want you to feel connected to the college so you will complete your 
degree. In what ways do you feel connected? What could they do differently so you 
would feel more connected (i.e. student clubs, housing, medical care)?  
 
What resources/services would be helpful to you as a student at a community college that 
do not exist? 
 
239 	
		
If you were going to describe your experience at community college to someone who has 
never attended one, how would you do it? 
 
End 
 
Growing up, what did you learn about education from those around you (i.e. valuable)? 
 
Based on your experiences, how do you view education now? 
 
What did I not ask that, that I should have?  			 	
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Appendix E: Democratization & Diversion Pilot Codebook 
Codes Meaning 
Experiences at the Community College 
CC: Acad DEM The rigor of the coursework matched the 
student’s abilities, student believed the CC 
provided a solid foundation, comparable 
classes, interesting courses, courses 
assisted student in figuring out major  
CC: Acad DIV The coursework was either too easy 
(student could have gone to U) or too hard 
(created a barrier to obtaining goals); 
classes could have been more helpful in 
some way   
CC: Connect DEM Student felt connected to CC through 
professors, staff, students, activities, etc. 
or they state they loved the CC, it was 
familiar, felt comfortable there, felt 
connected academically  
CC: Discon DIV Student did not feel connected or involved 
in the CC; attended classes only and no 
connection 
CC: Dropout?  Can be yes, no or somewhere in between, 
or do not remember just the person’s 
answer for if they considered dropping out 
from a CC 
CC: IF DEM Institutional Factors at CC that assisted the 
student in making progress towards 
academic goals; can include any services, 
policies, practices, resources 
CC: IF DEM-new Ideas offered by participant for 
Institutional Factors at CC that do not 
exist that could help students; can include 
any services, policies, practices, resources 
CC: IF DIV Institutional Factors at CC that hindered 
the student from making progress towards 
academic goals services; can include any 
services, policies, practices; a lack of 
information or they were unaware of 
resources, or poor services, minimal 
assistance, could enhance existing services 
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(i.e. advising)  
CC: People DEM People (professors, staff) at CC who were 
helpful to the student, who the individual 
connected with, or who encouraged them, 
other students who took their educations 
seriously or were focused  
CC: People DIV People at CC who were unhelpful to the 
student, who were discouraging, or 
blocked the student’s ability to make 
progress  
External Factors to the Community College 
EF: Money DEM Student was able to pay for school and 
bills without an issue; money was not a 
problem or barrier for student 
EF: Money DIV Student had financial concerns that 
affecting decision making, ability to attend 
or focus on school 
EF: Other DEM Environmental or other factors outside of 
work, people, and money that encouraged 
academic success, enabled the person to 
concentrate/focus on education, make 
academic progress, general comments 
about things that help or things being easy 
outside of school 
EF: Other DIV Environmental or other factors outside of 
work, people, and money that discouraged 
academic success, hindered the person 
from concentrating/focusing on education 
or making academic progress, general 
comments about things being challenging 
outside of CC 
EF: People DEM Family, friends, significant others in 
student’s personal life who assisted, 
encouraged or enabled student to attend 
college (i.e. assisting with housing, 
babysitting, cheerleader of their education) 
EF: People DIV Family, friends, significant others in 
student’s personal life who created 
barriers to school; they discouraged or did 
not value education or needed/demanded 
things of the student that took priority over 
school; first generation in US college 
EF: Work DEM Student worked and the job was flexible 
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with scheduling, assisted in paying for 
school, encouraged participant to complete 
education, student hated job so it was 
motivation to gain education, worked but 
it did not get in the way (non-issue)  
EF: Work DIV Work got in the way of school or work 
took priority over school for any reason 
If No Community College, Would You Have Made It? 
W/out CC Maybe: Mixed Responses include: Yes, but…, maybe, 
unsure, I don’t know 
W/out CC No: DEM  Definitely would not have made it if CCs 
did not exist 
W/out CC Yes: DIV Definitely would have made it even if CCs 
did not exist 		 	
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Appendix E: Empowerment Pilot Codebook 
Codes Meaning 
Education 
CR: Private Trouble Situation is framed as a personal 
fault/problem either by participant or 
others; any failing or lacking is viewed as 
a personal problem not a structural one; 
may be described as “I just need to…”, 
“my fault” or systems says your problem, 
not ours, good luck with that 
CR: Public Issue Situation is framed as a structural issue by 
participant or others; macro changes 
needed; maybe described as “They just 
need to…”, “they are overwhelmed”, “ too 
many students not enough advisors”; 
focusing on problems only 
PA: Potential Power Forgotten skills, personal qualities that 
could increase social influence, other 
social networks/resources not currently 
using; Areas in life in which they have 
power they may not see or be drawing 
upon, not seeing how to advocate for self; 
someone else points out to them “ You 
could do this…”; looking for what they do 
not see, may be something unsaid; could 
also be describing someone else  
PA: Powerlessness Conditions of powerlessness; Isms; ID 
social structural origins; participant may 
feel helpless/powerless to change things 
(give up, check out, does not have 
options); voice/experiences /circumstances 
may be devalued; structural barriers; may 
describe situation of another 
Knowing: Formal Knowledge gained from or related to 
coursework; academic specific content 
learned through experiences or possessed  
Knowing: Informal Knowledge about how to navigate 
bureaucracies can include higher education 
generally, admissions processes, financial 
aid, playing the game, welfare system, 
using CC as stepping stone, being aware of 
rankings, brand names, accreditation, etc.  
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Participation  
Power: Sharing Two way conversation; Two mutually 
respected parties; Situations described in 
which someone else or an institution is 
invested, helping, caring, explaining, 
taking other points of view/circumstances 
into consideration 
Power: Unequal Uneven exchange; One person or entity 
has more power or information than 
another – should be shared but is not; 
Situations in which individuals are not 
helpful, forthcoming with information, 
provide misinformation, withhold 
information or resources; May explicitly 
state something about “not knowing” 
Involve: Active Humanistic; Person develops skills to 
move forward independently or with 
assistance but they participate in the 
process 
Involve: Passive Expert-Cl model; Own 
voice/perceptions/circumstances 
dismissed/devalued; Having to fit into the 
institution or the institution not being 
accommodating, being told what to do and 
when to do it or when what is being 
offered but not engaging in a collaboration 
with institutions or their members  
Lessons: Other Reflection and analysis of others’ 
experiences; advice given by others, 
learning from watching others or others’ 
mistakes; may include watching/learning 
from relatives, friends, students, teachers 
who participated in higher ed, could 
include seeing others graduate/attend 
college 
Lessons: Own Reflection and analysis of own 
experiences; what they may have learned 
the hard or easy way; what they know 
about higher education, gaining access to 
it, or completing educational goals; advice 
they would share with others 
Capacity Building 
Strength: Needed Areas in which skills are needed, lacking; 
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situations/circumstances that they are not 
equipped to handle alone or without 
assistance; could be something not being 
said – what do they need or how could 
they be assisted?  
Strength: NonTrad Nontraditional forms of strength or 
success; May include juggling many 
responsibilities, defining success as 
something other than graduation, fighting 
oppressive forces implicitly or explicitly; 
advocating for self; Could be devalued 
insider information they possess; Ex: 
being older student – wisdom acquired 
from aging or low SES at elite 
Strength: Trad Traditionally recognized strengths and 
markers of success; May include high 
GPA, graduation, good writing  
Levels  
Level: Micro-Personal  Focus on internal dimension; 
acknowledgement of power one already 
possesses; recognized strengths and/or 
areas of power; enables a foundation to 
built on  
Level: Interpersonal Micro-Mezzo Assertiveness, problem solving; develop 
their ability to influence others and/or 
affect the political process; shift from 
solely internal to include external spheres; 
participant interacting with institutions and 
their members in an attempt to create 
change regardless of outcome 
Level: Political Micro & Macro Person views both micro and macro as 
equally important; looking for change on 
personal, interpersonal, and also to change 
power differentials between groups; may 
be answering what elite Us or CCs need to 
do or what is gained with open access at 
elites  		
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Appendix G: Democratization-Diversion Codebook Report  
EF: 
Work 
DEM 
 
 
 
Work did not interfere: person mentions only 
working part-time or that work did not interfere 
with school, may also not have been easy but 
participant found a rhythm   
 “Yeah I mean I was living at home. I had a job. I mean just a 
little job [chuckle] but I had a job.” (Shannon 260:260) 
Job was motivation for increased schooling: 
didn’t like job so wanted to return to school to 
move up ladder, current job was awful and 
motivated person to acquire new skills so not 
stuck forever, good for now but not forever 
“Well, uh (exhales) I think again it was that I knew I wasn't 
doing with my what I wanted to do with my life.  I mean at 
that point I was um doing secretarial work…then all of a 
sudden you wake up and you're like ‘yea yea, alright. So how 
much am I gonna continue to just type somebody's 
letters?’…my second job I went to, the guy, the boss like 
sexually harassed every woman in the office including me.  
And that was also like you know, ‘How much longer am I 
gonna be somebody's secretary and somebody's piece of meat,’ 
kind of thing. So I think all that was like there's gotta be 
something better out there.” (Becky 404:422) 
Job flexible: job offered flexible hours, worked 
around school schedule, or offered formal 
program for educational leave 
“I worked full-time, still at [name elder services]…I became a 
supervisor. After ten years. So I was more in the office. So I 
could do readings. I could, I could um, I had more flexibility 
with my time…Where I worked four days, and one was a 
educational leave program. And I had to pay back time. So I 
could still get paid my forty hours. I was the first one to take 
off on that…since me, there’s been a ton of people that have 
gone through the program.” (Marie 289:303) 
Needed skills for job: either person sought out 
updated, additional skills or the employer 
requested or accommodated additional schooling  
Karen speaking about her ex-husband, “oddly enough his 
company uh he worked for the phone company sent him on a 
two year associate degree program” (Karen 155-167). 
EF: 
Work 
Slow progress: because working full-time, have 
to study part-time can hinder academic progress 
“so it was a struggle umm I didn’t go full-time I was working 
so I was taking part-time” (Emma 422:426)  “it was 
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DIV 
 
 
 
 
 
discouraging because, looking at the program part-time that I 
was in, which was psychology, there were certain classes that 
were required to graduate but they were only offered certain 
semesters, so it was going to take me another, approximately 
8, it was something like 6 or 8 years to graduate with, for a 2 
year…so I was feeling really, really discouraged about that.” 
(Emma 578:584) 
Working interfering with school: work may 
need to take priority over school, have to support 
self/family/others, survival/paying bills may take 
precedence over education at times, need to work 
full-time  
“…I always thought I would just go full-time school, and that 
was not an option…I remember my fiancé was like, ‘I hate to 
say this to you, but the only way you could go to school is if 
you keep your job. If you can’t keep your job, you can’t h--, 
go to school.’ And I was torn apart, because I’m like, “How 
the hell is that gonna happen? What?! Who does that?”…He’s 
like, “I don’t know what to tell you, but I have to tell you the 
reality. We cannot afford, my income cannot afford--, I would 
love to. Even if I had three extra jobs, it just would not work.” 
So I had to ask everybody from my supervisors to the field 
department to just make, create a schedule, weird schedule, 
and then I worked, and went to school full-time. What kept me 
is, like again, I only had to do two semesters. I’m so grateful 
that I did my BSW, ‘cause if I had to do two years of this, I 
don’t even know how I would have [laughs]. But that’s how I 
was able to go to school.” (Jasmine 609:635) 	 	
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Appendix H: Empowerment Codebook Report 	
Code Theme Sample Quote 
ED: CR: 
Private 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ED: CR: 
Tuition: loans, debt, paying out of 
pocket, no FA 
“…so this school in (state) [private university] it’s a private school 
fuckin’ expensive I’m in so much debt (laughter)” (Katherine 343:347) 
DYP-Do Yourself Project: advising, 
applications, navigating higher ed, 
advocating for self, no one checking on 
them, HS did not prepare for college, 
unhelpful/incompetent workers, 
academics without supports 
“I mean, and, I’m too old, I don’t need somebody holding my hand. But 
I find it curious because I would think that some folks would feel (slight 
pause) really lost. You know, if they ne-, if they have stuff that special, 
needs that they have an no one’s kinda checkin’ in with them.”  (Tim 
124:130) 
Juggling: multiple responsibilities—
family, school, work, no time for extras 
“even doing certain things here I can’t always do it because of location 
because of my family obligations or my kids or um being at the time 
being a single parent so it’s you know I didn’t have that ability to and 
then there was the guilt of like you know the fact that I do have kids and 
I’m trying to do this and do homework and on the weekends I have to 
put all of my time into this when my daughter wants to go to the movies 
and I have to say no because I’m doing homework and you know just 
feeling guilty about not being able to do that so…” (Ruby 540:568)    
Oppression: Isms (disabilities, gender, 
SES came up), immigration status, 
discriminatory standardized tests 
“Yeah, so you know I think the focus on the standardized testing and too 
much on again this sort of privilege you know like how much did you 
volunteer?  And you know for me, I was always working so you know I 
didn't do all that great like volunteer work because I had to work..I had 
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ED: CR: 
Private 
to get a darn check. So that was the difference you know that they put so 
much on that and when you're a student coming from a different 
background they have to understand that that your strength comes in 
your experience, your life experience, and I don't think that's really 
valued at all.” (Becky 524:528) 
American values: everyone has 
opportunity to be successful, 
competition ok, not everyone will make 
it 
“I don’t know I mean I think you know the reality is if you can get your 
GPA to where it needs to be like everyone you obviously want colleges 
to be competitive too I mean you don’t I mean you kind of want the 
reality is if you’re allowing anyone in then I guess the standards aren’t 
gonna be as high as they are and I guess it’s just from my own personal 
experience is it that difficult to get in? I mean I got in…[laughing] so I 
don’t know if necessarily elite colleges do anything not to have more 
community college students come in or if some people just feel it’s 
unattainable for them um…Apply themselves…Yeah and I don’t mean 
to be like Pollyanna-ish but I mean like I think in anything in life if you 
want it if you work hard enough you can do it and if you don’t have the 
capability then you don’t I mean it’s just as simple as that I mean.” 
(Ruby 884:920)    
Prior worldview: shifted view from 
private to public via formal education 
“I felt like in high school if someone told me something I would just 
accept it for what it was, I wouldn’t think about ‘well is that really true?’ 
‘does everybody think that?’ Ummm, I never used to think about racism, 
never used to think about feminism, I was, I like never, never thought 
about it. I was like oh, everything’s fine, all is right with the world and 
now I’m like ‘there’s so much wrong that we need to change’ (laughter)” 
(Katherine 1235:1251) 
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Outsider: does not fit into traditional 
student at the school (SES, political 
views)  
“I’m busier um and it’s hard sometimes because everybody’s like, ‘oh 
lets go get a drink,’ ‘oh lets go out for lunch,’ ‘oh lets go get dinner after 
class,’ I’m like ‘I’ll have a water’… ‘sorry is the napkin free?’ (joking) 
(Katherine 645:679) 
Unemployment: cannot find job with 
current degree or no degree 
“I took a break for a year I graduated in 2009 and I couldn’t find a job. 
The economy was [chuckles] getting worse and with sociology what do 
you do. There isn’t a revolution goin’ on what do you do.” (Jiyan 
296:304) 
ED: CR: 
Public 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ED: CR: 
Community Colleges: not enough 
services for their student bodies, 
misunderstood institutions within higher 
education and society  
Lack of services: “I don’t know I mean perhaps like an advisor or 
something but I also see that the community college often serves like a 
larger population student population and so feasibly I don’t know that 
that would really work.” (Shannon 252:252)    
Misunderstood: “Well, I don't (short pause) know if it is so much what 
community college needs to do than what needs to happen societally in 
terms of the way they’re, they’re viewed and constructed in people’s 
minds.  You know, I mean, I can’t say that my experience at a 
community college was a bad experience.  And I wouldn't want to say 
that the way you’d make it better is to have these tenured professors or 
you know uh  or or do all of this sort of more uh screening of applicants.  
I mean I can't say that would make it better. I think that there just needs 
to be a better understanding of the, the flow from community colleges to 
you know - I mean it was only state colleges that would allow you to 
come in at Junior standing…in [state], it was that way.  But you know I 
think probably more agreements with institutions that are sort of more 
elite would make it easier, but you can't do that unless you have a 
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ED: CR: 
Public 
fundamental shift in the institutions that you're trying to feed people up 
to.  And that's where I think you won't get it. Because, you know, you 
just, you look around here can imagine some of the (pause) professors 
here doing that? You know thinking that it's of value?”  (Becky 
536:552)    
Higher ed hierarchy: gaps between 
different institutions, elites need to be 
more ‘visible’ and 
partnerships/agreements need to be 
created b/w institutions 
“…I know when I was at the community college we never heard in any 
way from the elite institutions that were around us. Uhm, because as a 
community college, of course, we had all of the state universities, at us 
‘cause they wanted, once our students graduated, to go on to their 
college or university. We never heard from the elites, ever. So even just 
something like that. I mean in our cafeteria colleges would come in. 
Uhm, they had a name for it. It was like one day when tons of colleges 
could come in and ya know, hand out pamphlets and…uhm, they were 
never there so I mean there was never…I don’t think there was any 
reason for our students to believe that they were wanted or that they had 
a chance to get in there…so just making themselves more visible I think 
is, is like the easiest start…And then of course I mean I think also you 
have to be really clear and fair to students too. And if you do still have a 
certain standard ya know we’re not talking about lowering current 
standards, you have to make it clear what the standards are ya know? 
‘Cause it wouldn’t be fair to lead them into thinking they could get in if 
they really don’t stand a chance so they nee…ya know the 
communication has to be clear too like “well this is what our standards 
are. Can you meet those?” And then maybe it would also inspire some 
kids to meet them. I mean maybe right now they don’t…they’re not 
inspired, they don’t have any reason to work beyond community 
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college.” (Emma 692:692) 
Elites only: lack of diversity at elite 
programs; a need to diversify 
individuals in elite SW graduate 
programs specifically in order reflect the 
population SW serves 
Elites for elites: “Just I mean, it’s all white here.…” (Caneron 379:391)    
SWers not reflecting populations served: “Yes in terms of reality um 
[pause] I don’t know I would say we have to understand community 
college um and keep them in school so they can become social workers 
like me, you know if I am going to do it [laughs]. So we can make a 
little diversity and because community college students’ families are 
who works with us, we work with them as social workers… I mean 
being aware of what the weather is going to be [laughing] I mean if you 
don’t know look at the weather channel but to go out is better yes” 
(Jiyan 1056:1112)    
Educational funnel: Clark (1960) spoke 
about CCs as a funnel, but participants 
here view the educational system from 
HS through graduate study as a funnel  
“…here it seems like in the States that only a, the lucky few make it. If 
you like, you ha--, you’re lucky if you made it to pass high school. If 
you went to bachelor, you’re good, you don’t even have to go anywhere 
else. You get your master’s, ‘Augh. I don’t know why you’re 
complaining about life.’ So, I just, I think that’s sad.” (Jasmine 
781:791) 
US public K–12 system: problems 
existing within the initial years of public 
education  
“…the school, I live in (name of city) umm and that’s where I was doing 
the work. And the schools, we have a you know umm it’s like a forty 
percent dropout rate in (name of city)…” (Paige 416:444)    
Cost of higher ed: ever rising tuition, 
financial aid system, challenge of paying 
for college and its associated fees and 
“…I mean, can they keep driving up the cost? Can they-, where’s the 
breaking point? Where do people just say well hm, hm, You know, how 
much debt can these kids take on? And how do they-, you get out of 
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costs  school here with a hundred thousand dollars in loans. Seeing your 
undergrad and your grad. I mean how, how do you deal with that?” (Tim 
956:988) 
Foreign educational systems: problems 
in other countries were noted by one 
participant  
“…in [foreign country] not many opportunities given was given to me so 
this is easy for me it’s not I had to in [foreign country] you have to walk 
10 miles 5 miles to go to school when I was child…they never uh 
allowed us to speak [foreign language 1] when I went to first years of 
school I didn’t know how to speak [foreign language 2] and it was 
difficult…”  (Jiyan 660:672) 
Environmental impacts: social 
problems that impact individuals’ 
educations often that are viewed as 
‘outside’ of the educational realm, no 
time to access educational resources 
“there’s definitely resources there that a lotta people don’t tap into 
‘cause it’s, I think a lot of people who go to [abbreviation for community 
college] are workin’ and st--, they’re just tryin’ to get through and it’s 
hard-“ (Caneron 611:613) 
Low status-priority-funding: both 
CCs, their students, and SW were 
spoken about as being viewed as less 
than affecting their status, priority and 
funding  
“…and again I think where they lack in the community college on the 
advising still lacks I think that that’s something that they really haven’t 
for whatever reason and I don’t want to say that they’re not invested but 
it gives that implication that they’re not invested in these kids or these 
folks and if you’re not kind of a go getter then you could get lost in the 
in the in the cracks um and I found that different at the four year they’re 
much more involved in the  advising and it and I wonder again if it’s 
because it’s a matter of being admitted and everyone gets in that open 
door policy that you know there is a ranking system that if you get a 
high drop it it’s not gonna look good so are they more invested in the 
folks they bring in to keep them in opposed to anyone can come in and if 
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you leave then we’re going to have the next person coming in behind 
you I don’t know” (Ruby 1240:1248)    
Economy: the gap between the rich and 
poor, the role the economy plays in 
higher education and people’s lives 
generally  
“So, 1997 May, I come to, to (private university), (pause) university, for 
language, English language course. (pause) Okay, there now, there, here 
comes the problem. So, in 1997 in South Korea, um, suddenly the 
economy collapsed. So, it, the entire country is under IMF management. 
At the time, uh, nine out of ten business collapsed, including my 
parents.” (J 64:76) 
Immigration system: problems 
associated with the immigration laws  
“And no matter what I did, it was not up to me, it was up to the US 
government.” (Jasmine 663:663) 
State articulation agreements: noted as 
solving problems with transfer 
“but one thing, I don’t know if you’re actually familiar with this…one 
thing that did help me, it just hasn’t come up yet, is there is a thing they 
have in {state}, I think they still have it, I would assume and it’s called 
{transfer program agreement/name for articulation agreement}, and if 
you start at a community college and you complete your degree with a 
certain GPA…and you select one of the state colleges, which are now all 
universities…you’re probably aware there’s no more state colleges that 
keeps throwing me…uhm, you get automatic admission. So that’s 
something that helped me because I knew like the four-year that I would 
be satisfied going to and it was another state college and it was part of 
{transfer program agreement/name for articulation agreement}. So I 
mean that helped me personally uhm, I suppose if that didn’t exist it 
could be daunting for some people to have to apply to a four-year” 
(Emma 710:710) 
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Ableism: was noted by one participant 
as a problem in higher education and 
society generally  
“…Again, my disability confuses people. It scares them. Because it’s not 
common. You know, I think if they see somebody in a wheelchair, 
they’re more used to. But they see me comin’…They don’t know what 
to do. They don’t know how to just say-, I, I don’t know what it is. Do 
they not know how to say, you know, can I help? Or this or that. I mean 
they actually asked me if, at the library, are you here for any books?  I 
mean, what the hell am I gonna do with a book? I mean, what the hell is 
that question? So, it’s like, okay…Or, or you know they say, put your 
bag on this table. Okay, left, right, do I just drop it on the damn floor? 
Where do I? you know, where do I put?...Yeah, you know, they don’t 
know to say, there is a table-, and its not just them. It’s-, I, I run into it 
on the regular society as well. (Tim 718:748)    		
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Appendix I: Codebook 
Dialogue: 
Two-way interaction/conversation/exchange  
 
Active 
Humanistic model; participation in the process of skill development or forward 
progress 
Active-CC General Meets students where they are; providing educational 
foundation; provide skills to move onto next level  
Active-CC Staff CC staff understand students need help and look to 
teach them so they can do things themselves and be 
successful   
Active-Employer Works to build employee; provides room for growth; 
works with employee where they are; wants 
employee to move up or on ultimately  
Active-HS  Assists students in building skills to be prepared for 
next level to move on independently  
Active-Professor Meets student where they are; looks to build student’s 
skills to move onto other courses or U independently; 
do not want student dependent rather prepared  
Active-Zother Anything else  
 	
Academics 
Ways in which the academics at the CC are helpful to students  
CC: DEM: Acad: Adjust Academics assisted in the adjustment to college; 
starting slowly building; SLS class;  
CC:DEM: Acad: Interesting  Course content or courses had the interest of student 
because interesting or relevant 
CC:DEM: Acad: Prep Me 
Academ 
Student believed the CC provided a solid 
foundation to move onto other courses or U 
CC:DEM: Acad: Right Level  The rigor of the coursework matched the student’s 
abilities; stated classes are at about the right level to 
be challenging but not too challenging  
CC:DEM: Acad: Same as U Perceive classes the same as U; comparable classes 
CC:DEM: Acad: Zother Anything else 
Connect 
Ways in which the student felt connected to the CC 
CC:DEM: Connect: Advisors Feels connected through positive experiences with 
advisors; notes advisors when asked about 
connections with CC 
CC:DEM: Connect: Campus Student notes the campus is pretty, well maintained, 
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or expanding and these things create a connection 
or fondness for the CC; campus or environment 
generally described as calming, friendly  
CC:DEM: Connect: Classes Attending classes, the classroom, or the coursework 
made the student feel connected to the CC 
CC:DEM: Connect: Diversity The diversity on campus made the student feel 
connected to the college; everyone is welcome at 
CC 
CC:DEM: Connect: Family CC Student’s family members also attended or are 
attending the same CC (i.e. parents, aunts, siblings) 
CC:DEM: Connect: Friends CC Student’s friends also attended or are attending the 
same CC 
CC:DEM: Connect: Made 
friends 
Student made friends at the CC which assisted in 
creating a connection  
CC:DEM: Connect: People 
general 
Student noted that the people generally made him 
feel connected to the school; because 
friendly/welcoming, do not note anyone in 
particular just a general statement  
CC:DEM: Connect: Professors Students felt connected the CC through the 
professors 
CC:DEM: Connect: Students 
general 
Students feel connected to the CC through the 
connections with other students generally but not 
necessarily through more specifically friends who 
are students (which is above) 
CC:DEM: Connect: Student Life The student activities help the student feel 
connected to the CC 
CC:DEM: Connect: Time Student feels a connection to the CC because has 
been attending for a long period of time) from 
student’s point off view) 
CC:DEM: Connect: Zother Anything else  
 
Institutional Factors  
Things about the CC that create enable success for students 
CC:DEM: IF: CC Culture 
laidback 
The laidback culture is viewed as helpful for 
students; not too much pressure, welcoming 
CC:DEM: IF: Location The CC has a convenient location or many locations 
for students  
CC:DEM: IF: SJ: 2nd chance The CC is described as a place for second chances; 
for people who did not do well in high school or at 
another school; or who waited to attend college  
CC:DEM: IF: SJ: Extra 
supports 
The additional supports, resources, often in the 
form of tutoring is helpful for students  
CC:DEM: IF: SJ: Low tuition  The price makes the college accessible  
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CC:DEM: IF: SJ: Open door Mentions the ease of applying and being admitted 
to the CC; regardless if they know everyone ‘gets 
in’ 
CC:DEM: IF: SJ: Tech classes From the student’s perspective the offering of 
technical or nonacademic classes in addition to 
academic classes is good 
CC:DEM: IF: SJ: Want studs to 
succeed 
Perceive CC as wanting, encouraging, and nurturing 
student success, helpful  
CC:DEM: IF: Stepping stone CC creates a stepping stone or way to ease into 
higher education  
CC:DEM: IF: Student Life Student may not actually feel connected through 
student activities because cannot participate in 
them; but think they are a good idea, other students 
seem to enjoy, something that the CC should keep 
CC:DEM: IF: Zother Anything else  
 
People  
Paid individuals at the CC who assist students  
CC:DEM: Peeps: Admin Higher level administrators who assist students in 
achieving their educational goals; can include 
Associate Deans, Deans, Directors, CC Presidents  
CC:DEM: Peeps: Admiss Admissions and/or Registration are notes as helpful 
in assisting students  
CC:DEM: Peeps: Advisors Advisors are named as helping students achieve 
their educational goals 
CC:DEM: Peeps: FA Financial aid staff are described as helpful in the 
process of achieving an education  
CC:DEM: Peeps: General People at the CC are generally described as helpful; 
general statements about people at the CC as being 
helpful can include staff, professors, admin – but 
should be a more general statement or use other 
codes 
CC:DEM: Peeps: Prof Avail Professors are described as generally available and 
willing to help students inside and/or outside of 
class time  
CC:DEM: Peeps: Prof Engage Professors are described as passionate, funny, 
charismatic, engaging students in learning, general 
statements about good professors  
CC:DEM: Peeps: Zother  Anyone else  		 	
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Experiences at the Community College DIV 
Codes Meaning 
Academics 
Ways in which the coursework are unhelpful or hinder students at the CC 
CC:DIV: Acad: 2 easy Student described the coursework as too easy and 
so unhelpful; not challenging enough, they feel 
like they will not be prepared at the U 
CC:DIV: Acad: Online Online courses caused some form of an issue for 
the student 
CC:DIV: Acad: Remed 2 many Student stated they had to take too many remedial 
courses 
CC:DIV: Acad: Remed wrong Student believed placement into remedial classes 
was not correct  
CC:DIV: Acad: Zother Anything else 
DisConnect 
Statements about how the student does not feel connected to the CC 
CC:DIV: DisConnect: Just do & 
go 
Student stated just goes to class and leaves; 
student does not engage in extra curricular 
activities  
CC:DIV: DisConnect: Existing 
Social 
Student has social network already in existence 
outside of the CC and does not need or have an 
interest in creating a new one or branching out 
CC:DIV: DisConnect: FA Issues FA issues are causing a rift or disconnection from 
the CC for the student, could be challenges 
generally but more commonly will be when cut 
off 
CC:DIV: DisConnect: Move on Student does not want to become too attached 
because they know they need to move on or they 
want to move on; student plans to potentially 
create a connection at U 
CC:DIV: DisConnect: No time Student does not have time to create more of a 
connection with the college or to engage in 
additional activities  
CC:DIV: DisConnect: Zother Anything else 
 
Institutional Factors  
Practices and policies at the CC that create barriers for CC students  
CC:DIV: IF: Bureaucratic 
barriers 
These may not be specific to CC but occur at the 
CC; being given the run around; having to bring 
many documents, making many trips to CC to 
overcome bureaucratic barriers  
CC:DIV: IF: CC culture B&K Not an academic environment; focus on technical 
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Experiences at the Community College DIV 
Codes Meaning 
programs as well which distract students or 
hinder a more scholarly campus environment  
CC:DIV: IF: Expensive Student notes that books, food or other items are 
expensive on campus  
CC:DIV: IF: Location Need more campuses; more convenient locations 
 
CC:DIV: IF: More with less 
 
Student sees the CC has to try to do a lot with 
very few resources  
CC:DIV: IF: Student Life Student activities are viewed as a distraction to 
academics  
CC:DIV: IF: Zother Anything else  
 
People  
Paid individuals at the CC who could be more helpful or actually hinder students  
CC:DIV: Peeps: Admin Administrators are described as not being 
involved with students or more actively or 
directly hindering students academic progress 
CC:DIV: Peeps: Admiss Admissions and/or Registration staff are noted as 
being unhelpful or providing wrong information, 
bouncing people around 
CC:DIV: Peeps: Advisors Advisors provided incorrect information or were 
unfriendly or unhelpful; rushed student out; 
didn’t care 
CC:DIV: Peeps: FA Financial Aid personnel are described as being 
unhelpful or hindering students; didn’t care 
CC:DIV: Peeps: General 
Paycheck 
General statements about people only there to 
collect a paycheck  
CC:DIV: Peeps: General 
Ignorant 
General statements that people do not know what 
they are doing or what the rules are; unable to 
assist students or provide incorrect info  
CC:DIV: Peeps: Prof Accent Professor’s accent is noted as a hindrance to 
learning or understanding material  
CC:DIV: Peeps: Prof No Avail Professors are described as unavailable to 
students; students could not ask questions in class 
or could not connect with professors outside of 
class  
CC:DIV: Peeps: Prof No Flexible Professors are described as being inflexible when 
the student has something unexpected arise or 
needs them to bend the rules, guidelines or 
requirements  
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Experiences at the Community College DIV 
Codes Meaning 
CC:DIV: Peeps: Prof No Engage Professors were described as boring or just 
collecting a pay check; not passionate about what 
they are teaching; may even be discouraging 
stating half of the class will fail in their course 
introduction, general statements of bad professors  
CC:DIV: Peeps: Student Workers Student workers who do not know what they are 
doing therefore are unhelpful for current students 
seeking assistance  
CC:DIV: Peeps: Zother  Anything else  	
Institutional Factors NEW 
Things students believe CCs should do in order to help students meet their educational 
goals  
CC: IF NEW: Childcare Student believes the CC should provide 
reasonably priced child care  
CC: IF NEW: Housing CC should provide housing  
CC: IF NEW: None Nothing new is needed; they have everything at 
the CC; nothing needs to change at the CC 
generally; everything is fine the way it is 
CC: IF NEW: Research CC should do more research like this to find out 
what is happening with students?  
CC: IF NEW: Social workers CC need social workers  
CC: IF NEW: Transportation CC should provide transportation for students  
CC: IF NEW: Zother Anything else  	
Drop Out?  
CC students discuss if they have considered dropping out or stopping out  
CC:Drop: Currently Currently considering dropping out 
CC:Drop: No  Dropping out is not an option  
CC:Drop: Stop  Has considered a break but not dropping out and 
never coming back  
CC:Drop: Yes Has thought about dropping out in the past either 
seriously or fleeting thought during stressful times  	 	
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External Factors DEM 
Codes Meaning 
EF:DEM: Childcare Formal Student pays for or has access to formal childcare; 
can include schools, VPK, day care services  
EF:DEM: Childcare Informal Family, friends co-parent assist with childcare so 
student can focus on school 
EF:DEM: Health: Medical 
care 
Student has access to health care  
EF:DEM: Health: MH care Student has access to mental health services to enable 
success in school 
EF:DEM: Housing Student notes that housing is not an issue; is not 
worried about paying rent or is able to pay rent, 
maybe lives with family but has own space to live 
and study 
EF:DEM: HS: AcademPrep High school prepared the student academically for 
college 
EF:DEM: HS: AdmisFA High school assisted with admissions and financial 
aid process; can include completing the FAFSA, 
application for CC 
EF:DEM: Money: FA Pell grant, loans, scholarships assist student in 
attending school  
EF:DEM: No Party Student notes does not party, use drugs, drink, go 
clubbin’  
EF:DEM: Peeps: CC Students Community college students are helpful in 
encouraging or providing information to assist the 
student in doing well in classes, meeting educational 
goals, and/or transferring  
EF:DEM: Peeps: Debt Student is paying a debt back to parents who 
emigrated to the US; ‘they came here to provide an 
opportunity for me’ 
EF:DEM: Peeps: Example Serving as an example for others in their family or 
life 
EF:DEM: Peeps: Family Family assists student emotionally, financially, or in 
some motivational or supportive fashion to encourage 
student to succeed, family has degrees or helps with 
the process; Family helps student financially in some 
way; can be with cash, not having to pay rent, etc. 
EF:DEM: Peeps: Friends  Friends all attend college; friends have higher 
degrees; friends push student or encourage student to 
do well in school; friends are supportive of school; 
could be just one friend or many 
EF:DEM: Peeps: HS Someone at the HS encouraged the student to attend 
CC, previously assisted them in attending, or 
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External Factors DEM 
Codes Meaning 
continues to push/assist them now 
EF:DEM: Peeps: Kids Student is completing the degree for his/her kids – to 
model, to provide better life, began to take school 
more seriously when became a parent; realizes if 
wants child to do H/W has to also do H/W and earn 
good grades  
EF:DEM: Peeps: Mentor Student has a formal mentor or informal mentor who 
supports student in educational goals 
EF:DEM: Peeps: Partner Student’s romantic partner is supportive of schooling  
EF:DEM: Peeps: Work-Boss Boss encourages student to complete education  
EF:DEM: Peeps: Work-Co Coworkers are supportive of schooling or also 
enrolled in college 
EF:DEM: Ratemyprofessor The website has assisted the student in choosing 
professors who assist them in their academics (either 
because easy, match their learning style, help them 
avoid more challenging professors or professors who 
students have had problems with) 
EF:DEM: Religion Student attributes progress in education to a religious 
deity  
EF:DEM: Social Probs-
NONE 
Limited social problems; notes life is pretty easy 
EF:DEM: Time Student has time to complete their school 
requirements  
EF:DEM: Transportation: 
Car-Own 
Student has own car 
EF:DEM: Transportation: 
Car-Shared 
Student shares a car but notes it is not a problem; it 
works; someone provides rides for student  
EF:DEM: Transportation: 
Public 
Bus is no problem; assists student in traveling to 
campus 
EF:DEM: Unknown Student is unsure how has done well  
EF:DEM: Work: Flexible Job is flexible with scheduling, enabling student to 
attend classes without an issue; job is flexible when 
something unexpected arises or student is busier with 
school work  
EF:DEM: Work: Motivation Job is bad and serves as motivation for student to 
complete education to have a career  
EF:DEM: Work: No interfere Job does not interfere with school 
EF:DEM: Work: Skills 
needed 
Student needed to attend school to gain additional 
skills or credentials for job specifically  
EF:DEM: Zother Anything else  	
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External Factors DIV 
Codes Meaning 
EF:DIV: Childcare Does not have access to adequate childcare 
EF:DIV: Crime-Incarceration Student was unable to complete classes due to 
incarceration or being incarcerated hindered the 
student from attending college 
EF:DIV: Crime-Neighborhood Crime is prevalent in the neighborhood in which the 
student lives; may include concerns of stealing or 
mentioning of any crime occurring  
EF:DIV: Death Someone in the student’s life died and it impacted 
studies 
EF:DIV: FA Only Student notes other students may only attend school 
to collect FA not to gain an education which clearly 
could hinder them from doing well in school 
EF:DIV: Gym Student notes that going to the gym takes time away 
from studies 
EF:DIV: Housing-Homeless Student was or is dealing with homelessness or may 
be in near future  
EF:DIV: Housing-Paying Student is having issues paying for housing or 
housing costs are interfering with schooling 
EF:DIV: Housing-Unhappy Student may voice that they have no space where 
they live or unhappy for any reason about their 
current living arrangements; sometimes may not 
they are unable to study where they live  
EF:DIV: HS HS did not prepare student academically for college 
EF:DIV: Immigration Immigration issues that have interfered with ability 
to attend or focus on school; can be their own or 
other  
EF:DIV: Life Life generally gets in the way of the student finding 
success in school  
EF:DIV: Medical issues Student has had medical issues that have interfered 
with school; only for their own medical issues  
EF:DIV: Mental Health issues Student has had mental health issues that have 
interfered with school  
EF:DIV: Money-Insuff The government funding is insufficient; Bills 
generally may be mentioned; car payments, gas, car 
insurance; family’s inability to assist with bills  
EF:DIV: Money-POP Student has to pay out of pocket and may not be 
able to in order to continue  
EF:DIV: Party Students may let drugs, drinking, partying, clubbin’ 
interfere with doing well in school  
EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Caregiver Being a care giver for sick relatives hinders the 
ability to focus on school, or babysits other relatives 
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External Factors DIV 
Codes Meaning 
kids 
EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Children Taking care of kids, sick kids, take focus away from 
school or physically take student out of school  
EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Doitall Family expects the student to do it all – work, 
school, family responsibilities 
EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-First gen Student notes they are the first generation to attend 
college, could cause a lot of pressure to be on 
student; family does not know how to help 
EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-
Responsibilities 
Family responsibilities hinder the ability to focus on 
school, could feel as if repaying a debt to family for 
all they have done for student  
EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-
Translator 
Student serves as translator for family which 
hinders focus on school 
EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-
Unsupportive 
Family does not think school is something worth 
focusing on; or does not support student; family 
fights may distract student from studies or cause 
inability to focus  
EF:DIV: Peeps: Friends Friends are not supportive of schooling or get in the 
way of focusing on school; diversion; distraction 
from school (break out into students and non-
students?) 
EF:DIV: Peeps: Partner Romantic partner is not supportive of student 
completing education 
EF:DIV: Peeps: Why People in student’s life do not understand why he is 
pursuing a college degree; they do not understand 
why it is taking so long; they may not understand 
how college works  
EF:DIV: Ratemyprofessor  This website has hindered academic progress from 
the student’s point of view: it lied; people lie on 
there 
EF:DIV: Social probs Student notes a lot of social problems that hinder 
academic progress  
EF:DIV: Time Student states does not have enough time to do 
everything that needs to get done; or notes needs 
more hours in a day  
EF:DIV: Transportation-Car 
NO 
Student does not have a car or access to a car at all 
or not on a regular basis  
EF:DIV: Transportation-Car 
SHARE 
Sharing a car with others does not work; causes a 
hindrance to studying or time; student may be 
responsible for assisting many other people in 
traveling from place to place 
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External Factors DIV 
Codes Meaning 
EF:DIV: Transportation-Car 
UNRELI 
Student’s car is unreliable and can cause issues 
getting to classes or where needs to go 
EF:DIV: Transportation-
Public LATE 
The bus is late or inconsistent causing the student to 
be late  
EF:DIV: Transportation-
Public TIME 
Public transportation takes up a significant portion 
of the student’s day 
EF:DIV: Unknown Student is not sure why has not done well in classes  
EF:DIV: Work-Boss Boss encourages work not school; may be outright 
discouraging of school in some cases because of 
own lack of formal education  
EF:DIV: Work-Good worker Student is a good or hard worker and therefore 
much is demanded by employer 
EF:DIV: Work-Interferes Student notes work interferes with schooling and 
success in school; not flexible in scheduling; calls 
student into work unexpectedly or makes lower 
grades because working  
EF:DIV: Work-Slow progress Student is frustrated that progress is slow because 
cannot attend full-time due to need to work 
EF:DIV: Work-Tired Student comes to class tired because of working so 
much, so often, or because job includes manual 
labor  
EF:DIV: Zother Anything else 	
Knowing:  
Can be formal training or general skill development to navigate life 
 
Formal 
Formal knowledge related to academic content acquired  
Know:Formal-Know Knowledge gained from or related to 
coursework; academic specific content learned 
through experiences or possessed 
Know:Formal-Studying Student discussing time and energy exerted to 
gain formal knowledge  
Know:Formal-Zother Anything else  
Knowing  
Informal  
Knowledge about how to navigate bureaucracies 
Know:Informal: B-w schools Between institutions can be in between high 
school and college; for child in school; 
transferring to U; knowledge of accreditation 
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Know:Informal: Degree benefits Aware of the advantages of possessing a college 
degree, increase of opportunities, differences 
between levels of degrees, degree types 
Know:Informal: Employ Opps Ability to network with those on social network 
or environment to obtain employment 
Know:Informal: Other govt  Ability to navigate other government agencies 
like welfare, immigration, public transportation, 
state employee for tuition remission  
Know:Informal: Ratemyprofessor Student is aware of ratemyprofessor  
Know:Informal: W-n school Knowing how to navigate within the CC; interact 
with professors, staff, how to cut corners in 
coursework, knowledge of student resources, 
tuition remission (if employed there) 
Know:Informal: Zother Anything else 	
Lessons: 
Praxis-reflecting and analyzing  
 
Other 
Lessons learned from watching others  
Lessons-Other: Advice-Formal Guidance shared by paid personnel; advice from 
people in positions who are paid to provide 
advice 
Lessons-Other: Advice-Informal Advice from other students; guidance from those 
who have done it but are not under any 
obligation to share their learned knowledge  
Lessons-Other: Watching-Others Lessons learned from watching others could be 
learning from their mistakes, watching others 
graduate or attend college 
Lessons-Other: Zother  Anything else  
Lessons 
Own 
Lessons learned upon reflection through own experiences  
Lessons-Own: Advice to Others Advice the student would offer or has given to 
other students  
Lessons-Own: Change Any behavioral change noted due to lessons 
learned; learning from one’s mistakes; things 
that the student will change 
Lessons-Own: Zother Anything else  		
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Levels  
Three levels of empowerment   
Codes Meaning 
Personal 
Micro-only; Personal level-focus on internal dimension; foundation to build on 
Level1: Personal-Hard worker Student is a hard worker in employment or 
academics  
Level1: Personal-Internal drive Student is self-motivated-directed-determined-
driven, does not allow outside influences to 
hinder progress or discourage, researched 
options 
Level1: Personal-Juggler Student able to juggle many responsibilities  
Level1: Personal-Recognized Student acknowledges own strengths; ‘I’m a 
good writer’ or “I’m good with people’; in touch 
or aware of strengths  
Level1: Personal-School=easy School comes easily to student; good grades; 
confidence in academic abilities  
Level1: Personal-Zother Anything else  
Interpersonal  
Micro-Mezzo; shift from solely internal to include external spheres; participant 
interacting with institutions and their members in an attempt to create change 
regardless of outcome 
Level2: Interpersonal-CC staff Interacting with staff at CC; accessing advising 
or additional tutoring services; advocating for 
self in order to gain access 
Level2: Interpersonal-Professor Student interacted with professors because 
problems arose, to receive additional assistance, 
or advocate for self because something outside 
of school impacted studies  
Level2: Interpersonal-Volunteer Student engages in volunteer activities to make 
the community a better place – could be church, 
social service agency  
Level2: Interpersonal-Work Situations at the student’s employer in which the 
student advocated for self 
Level2: Interpersonal-Zother Anything else  
 
Political  
Micro-Macro; Person views both micro and macro as equally important; looking for 
change on personal, interpersonal, and also to change power differentials between 
groups  
Level3: Political-FA Funding options for students need to change in 
order to enable students to be successful; 
problems noted with FA; restructuring of FA is 
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Levels  
Three levels of empowerment   
Codes Meaning 
needed  
Level3: Political-Holistic Need to take a more holistic view of students 
when creating policies and take into account all 
life factors 
Level3: Political-Immigration 
Law 
Immigration law needs reform; FA policies 
related to immigration status need to change 
Level3: Political-Invest in Studs System should value students more and invest in 
them appropriately to support them; students 
should have benefits  
Level3: Political-US K-12 K-12 system needs restructuring  
Level3: Political-US Higher Ed Higher education needs restructuring; can 
include more options for students with 
internships-job placement; lessening gen ed 
requirements  
Level3: Political-Vol-Work Student engages in volunteer or work 
experiences to change or advocate on the micro 
and macro level  
Level3: Political-Zother Anything else  	
Dialogue 
Passive  
Expert-Cl model; have to fit into other’s model; no voice or voice devalued  
Passive-HS One size fits all, no customization; students must fit into HS 
model  
Passive-CC Staff CC staff only understand their own language; do not take 
into account the student’s point of view or circumstances  
Passive-Employer Have to accommodate employer’s schedule not looking for 
employee to grow 
Passive-Professors  Only one way to do things-the professor’s way 
Passive-Zother Anything else  	
Power Analysis:  
Specific to participant’s life and experiences  
 
Potential Power 
Areas in life in which they have power they may not see or be drawing upon 
PP: Avail Resources Student at times did not tap into available resources that 
could have assisted them including other students, college 
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services like advising, student organizations, not using full 
range of services available or did not explore options 
PP: Others Other individuals recognize and point out the potential in the 
student including family, friends, professors, other education 
professionals 
PP: Unaware Unaware of their power; forgotten power or associated 
power; do not see the voice they have as a student to 
advocate for self, negate their own accomplishments – how 
hard could it be?! I did it. 
PP: Unimaginable never thought would be where they are, this is not something 
our family does, surprised how far have made it 
PP: Zother Anything else  	
Power:  
Participatory methods; collaboration or lack of related to power 
 
Sharing 
Experiences of mutual respect between parties; invested, helping, caring, explaining   
Sharing-Admiss Create an environment to allow for an exchange; share 
helpful information; make sure student understands admiss-
registration process; invested in helping students 
Sharing-Advisors Create an environment to allow for an exchange; share 
helpful information; make sure student understands what 
needs to do, classes to take; invested in helping students 
Sharing-CC Staff General statements about staff creating an environment to 
allow for an exchange; share helpful information; invested in 
helping students (if more specific use other categories, 
general statements only)  
Sharing-Employer Employer takes employee’s point of view/priorities into 
consideration; not just concerned with business but with 
employee’s wellbeing 
Sharing-FA Create an environment to allow for an exchange; share 
helpful information; make sure student understands what 
needs to do for FA; invested in helping students 
Sharing-Family Family works together for everyone; everyone’s priorities 
and responsibilities are taken into account; everyone pulling 
their weight not a larger burden for one person over others; 
help with school process in some way  
Sharing-HS staff HS staff share information with students that assists them; 
interested in seeing student do well 
Sharing-Partner Romantic partner is helpful or invested in student doing well, 
succeeding; shares responsibilities; sometimes one focuses on 
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school first then the other; team work  
Sharing-Professors Invested, helpful, caring, explain requirements to students; 
respect for students  
Sharing-Students Students share information with each other; want to see each 
other do well; assist each other in avoiding mistakes/pitfalls 
Sharing-Zother Anything else 
Power 
Unequal  
Experiences of disparate power experiences;  
one person has more power/info and it is not shared; an interaction  
Unequal-Advisors Advisors unhelpful or not forthright in sharing 
information; student expected to know what to ask; advisor 
has information but does not share it; gave misinformation  
Unequal-Employer Does not consider employee in making decisions; student 
is just an employee; easily replaceable  
Unequal-FA FA advisors unhelpful or not forthright in sharing 
information; student expected to know what to ask or to do 
it on their own; advisor has information but does not share 
it; gave misinformation 
Unequal-HS Interactions at the HS where information that would have 
been helpful was not shared 
Unequal-Other agencies Interactions with other government agencies, social service 
agencies in which people were not informed of all of their 
benefits, or did not share access to all resources, people 
were unhelpful  
Unequal-Professors Unhelpful, unclear in expectations, unavailable to students; 
students state the professor expected them to already know 
how to do something when they entered the classroom  
Unequal-Zother Anything else 	
Power Analysis  
Powerlessness 
Conditions of powerlessness; Isms; structural origins; helpless to change  
Pow-less: Books Feeling powerlessness against the cost of books, 
access codes; not having anything to show for it 
after semester; access only for 4 months  
Pow-less: Do not bel-C Feelings of insecurity about ability to do well in 
college; about whether or not they belong in college  
Pow-less: Do not bel-Previous Student feels like they do not belong in previous 
social circles; other friends  
Pow-less: Feel  Student feels powerless (and may actually be 
powerless) in a situation; being a single mom, 
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unhelpful professors  
Pow-less: Isms Student was treated in a discriminatory manner; 
Isms 
Pow-less: Student Voice as a student is devalued; situations in which 
students have less power within higher ed, CC 
specific, or in HS  
Pow-less: Structural barriers Barriers hindering individuals from making gains in 
their lives in relation to higher ed or goals generally 
(need to take gen ed classes for degree; 
credentialism, immigration status)  
Pow-less: Witness Describe scenarios of others who face structural 
barriers, devaluation, or Isms; Student witnessed 
someone else in a powerless situation  
Pow-less: Work Student treated unfairly at work or powerless in 
hours, treatment at work  
Pow-less: Zother  Anyone else  	
Consciousness Raising:  
Looking at how things are framed, interpreted, and/or internalized  
 
Private Trouble  
Situation is framed as a personal fault/problem either by participant or others; any 
failing or lacking is viewed as a personal problem not a structural one 
PT: American American values are espoused; We all have 
opportunity to succeed; racism, larger issues are not the 
problem; I am the problem; competition ok, not 
everyone will make it; ‘I just need to’ or ‘my fault’ 
PT: Courses If student does not pass course or subject it is viewed 
as a personal fault, student is not smart enough or 
skilled enough to succeed  
PT: Double Check Student have received wrong or conflicting info so 
learned or choose to ask 2 or 3 people to ensure they 
have the proper information  
PT: DYP Do it yourself project; advising, applications, 
navigating higher ed, advocating for self, no one 
checking on them, HS did not prepare for college, 
unhelpful/incompetent workers, academics without 
supports  
PT: Finances Money problems are a singular issue for student that 
needs to be overcome on own; not indicative of larger 
societal inequities; could have influenced choice to 
attend CC rather than U – could not afford U or did not 
want to take out loans to attend U 
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PT: Juggling Multiple responsibilities—family, school, work, no 
time for extras 
PT: Outsider Student feels like they do not fit into the frame of a 
college student; their problem no one else’s  
PT: Oppression Isms, immigration status, discriminatory standardized 
tests; but viewed as problem for few or for student 
only; ‘can’t let it get to you’; have to overcome 
singularly not systemic reform 
PT: Unemployment cannot find job with current degree or no degree; 
personal problem not a large societal issue   
PT: Zother Anything not covered above 
 
Consciousness Raising 
Public Issue 
Situation is framed as a structural issue by participant or others; macro changes 
needed 
PI: CCs CCs need more employees can include professors, staff; 
students see there are too many students for the number 
of people available to assist; need a structural change  
PI: Cost of Books Cost of books is noted as a hindrance to purchasing 
them or success in school  
PI: Cost of Tuition  Cost of tuition is noted as a hindrance to attending 
school; could be CC or U 
PI: Economy Ways in which the economy impact student’s lives 
PI: Environmental Environmental impacts; social problems that impact 
individuals’ educations often that are viewed as 
‘outside’ of the educational realm, and they are outside 
of the individual’s control; structural changes need to 
occur to change these; ‘it’s hard to access the resources 
because of time constraints’ or ‘have to work so cannot 
do X’; need more or better support system  
PI: FA Policy changes are needed to FA because they are 
negatively impacting students and their opportunities to 
succeed 
PI: Immigration Problems associated with the immigration laws; 
changes are needed to immigration law 
PI: Isms Ways in which the Isms impact students or other large 
groups; problem in society generally; oppression  
PI: K-12+ Problems noted within the educational system 
generally; noting schools for poor kids and rich kids; 
inadequate preparation in school for life or additional 
education; any problems with educational system  
PI: Zother Anything else  
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Capacity Building  
Strengths identification and building  
Codes Meaning 
Strengths: 
Identifying of strengths in place and needed to enable success 
 
Needed 
Areas identified to develop new skills 
Strength: Needed-Higher Ed-
DIRECTION 
Student needs help creating a plan or path 
for self; can include choosing a major, 
career, transfer school, long-term 
educational and professional goals; greater 
support needed; 1st generation; need help 
handling higher ed; self-discipline; time 
management  
STRENGTH: Needed-Higher Ed-
RULES 
Student needs help navigating the system, 
interacting with CC employees or 
professors, does not understand the rules in 
the classroom, of the bureaucracy, lacking 
cultural capital 
STRENGTH: Needed-Higher Ed-
WRONG 
Student incorrectly believes something 
about how the CC or how higher ed works; 
has misinformation, is under a misguided 
interpretation of something  
STRENGTH: Needed-Relationship-
FAM 
Student may need help with family 
relationships, currently have issues with 
family –fighting, or balancing time for 
family and school  
STRENGTH: Needed-Relationships-
ROM 
Student may need help with romantic 
relationships; interacting with partner, 
managing partners, balancing time for 
school and partner 
STRENGTH: Needed-Zother  Anything else  
 
Strengths 
Nontraditional  
Capacities that are unnoticed or unrewarded  
STRENGTH: NonTrad-Advocate Students being able to advocate for self as 
needed; being pushy, squeaky wheel 
STRENGTH: NonTrad-Developmental 
Maturity 
Nontraditional aged students often come 
with more maturity and sometimes take 
their studies more seriously than they 
would without the developmental maturity; 
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Capacity Building  
Strengths identification and building  
Codes Meaning 
life experience associated with being older  
STRENGTH: NonTrad-ESOL Bi or multilingual as an asset not just a 
hindrance  
STRENGTH: NonTrad-Experience-
JUGGLE 
Experience multitasking in life with 
school, work, family, life viewed as an 
asset, hard worker  
STRENGTH: NonTrad-Experience-
WORK 
Work experience is not typically an asset 
for students but it could be seen that way 
so the student has experience on resume 
when graduating even if work unrelated to 
degree; hard worker  
STRENGTH: NonTrad-Insider info Has knowledge that could be viewed as 
valuable as an insider- could be related to 
being CC student or member of another 
group  
STRENGTH: NonTrad-Resiliency Ability to overcome challenges; persevere 
despite many obstacles; continue to try 
regardless of success rates  
STRENGTH: NonTrad-Zother Anything else  
 
Strengths 
Traditional  
Capacities that fit into the dominant paradigm of success or strength  
STRENGTH: Trad-Course Easy Student states the courses are easy or 
school work comes easily to them; able to 
think within dominant paradigm easily  
STRENGTH: Trad-Extra Curric Involved in extra curricular activities that 
might make them a competitive applicant 
for U  
STRENGTH: Trad- High GPA Student notes GPA above 3.0 or that they 
receive grades equivalent to that 
STRENGTH: Trad-Internal Drive Internal drive of student to learn or 
complete studies is noted  
STRENGTH: Trad-Timely Completion Finishing degree within 2 years 
STRENGTH: Trad-Zother Anything else 
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Appendix J: Overview Summaries of Students  
Asha White  
 
Asha was facing many issues. At the time of our interview, she was living in transitional 
housing, and she had 25 days to move out. She was obviously stressed and even stated 
she was “hurt” that she could not find a job. Shecried as she spoke about how she was 
“stuck” and unsure what she was going to do. Much of her interview focused on her 
trying to find a job so she could be able to afford a place for her and her 15 month old to 
live. She was asking herself, “how did I get myself in this situation?” She has been 
working since she was 16 years old (she is currently 27).  
 
She did not have internet or a computer at home which made completing both her online 
class and her required typed papers difficult. Yet in some ways the community college 
has been a haven for her, “…when I come here, it’s like I forget about what’s goin’ on 
there…” She described everyone as being friendly at the community college and wanting 
to help. Even people just being polite, saying hello, and asking how her day is going can 
help elevate her mood.  
 
Asha received free lunch in secondary school and she cannot live with her mother right 
now in part due to emotional abuse and in part because her mother’s house is in poor 
condition and could lead to Asha’s daughter being removed from the home. Asha had a 
strong sense of resiliency and an ability to look at the positive side even in her 
challenging circumstance, “I’m, I’m, I’m forcin’ myself to concentrate, I’m forcin’ my, 
myself to make it work…Because if I don’t make it work, I’m gonna end up in a worse 
situation. I’m goin’ end up where I’m really in a bad situation, and right now, my 
situation, I don’t look at it as bad, because I still have a roof over my head. I’m able to, to 
eat. I’m able to clothe my baby, bathe my baby, take care of her. I don’t care if I don’t 
take a bath, I don’t care if I don’t brush my teeth, but I’m gonna make sure for her, you 
know. [crying]”  
 
Porsha  
 
Porsha has been attending community college for two semesters. She has been divorced 
for three years and her son encouraged her to enroll. He has been enrolled for two years 
and her other son will begin at the community college in the Fall. She has a good job but 
she wants to earn a degree as a back-up plan. She was married for most of her life and 
stated she did not have to work and was very comfortable. Her older son completed her 
college application and FASFA. She attributed this to his age and everything being on the 
computer. Her older son also just assisted her younger son with his admissions and 
financial aid processes.   
 
She has taken four classes but also withdrew from one class each semester. The first class 
was the SLS course. She spoke with her advisor before she dropped the first one to make 
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sure it would be ok and she could retake it. She needs to spend more time on math and it 
was a math class that she dropped the second semester. She learned she needs to take the 
class at night rather than the afternoon when she has to run to work right after which did 
not allow her the time to study she needed. It was unclear if Porsha knew she was at 75% 
and needed to maintain a 67% for financial aid.  
 
Porsha works full-time as well. Her work does not interfere with school except in unusual 
circumstances. She has three children and two dogs. She cooks food for her dogs. The 
one dog has become accustomed to her cooking since the problem in China with the dog 
food and the other is an older dog with a sensitive stomach. She does not have to do 
much to help with her children now since they are older. She mentioned they are all able 
to drive and she stopped cooking for them because they are picky eaters now. So she does 
their laundry and a big meal on Sunday but otherwise the children are independent.  
 
Princess Campbell 
 
Princess has known she would attend college since she was young because that is what 
her parents wanted. Neither of her parents attended college. Princess enrolled at the 
community college directly out of high school in 2012. She actually wanted to move 
away to a state university or even the corresponding community college but stayed local 
because she was engaged at the time. Her fiancé broke off the engagement after she had 
made this decision. She had also taken courses as a dual enrolled student. She dropped 
one of the courses that she did not need for her high school graduation because she was 
not informed by her guidance counselor that it would affect her later, but it did. She was 
not meeting SAP when she first began at the community college. Her mother and aunt 
paid for her classes out of pocket until she was able to bring up her completion rate the 
following semester and receive Pell Grant. She currently has a 3.9 GPA (she earned a B 
in College Algebra).  
 
Princess has nine more credits to complete for her AA degree. She stated she could 
complete them in the summer but she wants a break. She was pursuing the AA degree in 
order to move on into Forensic Psychology but this plan changed after working in a 
dentist’s office. She would like to combine her interests in some way but is not exactly 
sure how to do it. She thinks maybe through the AS in Dental Hygiene and then a 
bachelor’s in applied science that incorporates education in order for her to ultimately 
teach in the dental hygiene program.  
 
Princess has been assisting in the care of her nephew because the mother was committed 
against her will for mental health issues and her brother was working and going to court 
in order to earn custody of his son. Princess was able to drop her nephew off at a social 
service daycare that was right next to her work and then complete her classes and work 
during the time he was in their care. She stated if her professor would not have been 
flexible with her, she would have failed her course. Princess was doing well in the course 
and then she brought every piece of documentation possible to show her professor what 
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was happening and request that the professor work with her so she could successfully 
complete the course. Princess handled her mother donating a kidney to her aunt the same 
way in a later semester, bringing documentation to show that her mother was undergoing 
this procedure on a night when a test was scheduled including documentation to evidence 
the difference in their last names. She explained, “if I’m gonna take a class, I’m gonna 
commit to the class. Not expecting anything to interfere. So if it does, I’m gonna bring 
everything that I have…” Her father currently provides her with living expenses money 
and she lives with free room and board with her mother. She was previously working 
part-time.  
 
Zayn 
 
Zayn “got married really early…at 19.” He and his wife live together and have two 
children, a three month old and a two year old. He would have graduated with his AA 
during the Spring semester but he earned a D in a class so he was speaking with financial 
aid about additional assistance so he could graduate in the summer with his AA and 
prerequisite classes for the local state university. He has been accepted into the university 
but not the college because his is missing prerequisites for his Finance major.  
 
Zayn and his wife were living with her parents when she became pregnant with their first 
child. They had to move into their own place and his work schedule was erratic so for 
two semesters he earned low grades or withdrew from classes. This caused his 
completion rate to drop and he lost his Financial Aid. He completed an appeal and it was 
approved. He realized he needed to make changes in order to get his completion rate up 
and he did. He stated if the appeal process was not in place and it had not been approved 
for him, he would not have been able to continue his education.   
 
He works full-time and typically takes four classes as well. He notes this hurts his GPA 
but he wants to be done. His boss is very supportive of him and is flexible with his work 
schedule. Sometimes Zayn feels torn between all of his responsibilities. He tried to put 
education second in his life after work but his wife would prefer his family was first. He 
noted sometimes she wins and sometimes he wins.  
 
Maria Rios 
 
“…I mean I would love to go for my bachelor’s…” but right now she is focusing on her 
prerequisites for the dental assisting and dental hygiene programs. She is hoping she will 
be accepted to the program. She does not want to be rich but she does want to be 
comfortable and able to support her three children (ages ten, eight, and three). She wants 
to be able to have a vacation in which she can leave her house. She was working full-time 
at a decent job but was just barely paying her bills. She believes people cannot do work 
and school, especially with kids. She has chosen school and is not currently working.  
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Her children and providing a good life for them beyond mere survival but including fun 
and the enjoyment of life came through consistently throughout Maria’s interview. She 
wants to be able to get them a bounce house and take them to Disney World. She is 
focusing on the short-term sacrifices now for the long-term gain. She wants to have her 
bills paid a month or two in advance. Her internal drive and independence also were 
consistently evident in the conviction with which she spoke and the content of her 
interview.  
 
She previously completed a CNA program but did not complete the state credentialing. 
She also attended bartending school and made good money as a bartender. When she was 
pregnant with her second child she completed an ultrasound technician program at an 
unaccredited school. She was unable to do anything with it once she graduated and had 
$30,000 in loans. She stated they did not use her Pell Grant towards her tuition payment 
because if they did she would only owe them $20,000. She was not sure what happened 
to that. She stated she is ready to get her life together now and wants to complete an 
accredited program so she can pay off her student loans and not have them take money 
out of her paycheck when she is only making $10.  
 
Maria was in financial aid that day because her financial aid was not paying for her 
summer courses. Her declared major was AS Dental Hygiene and she needs the courses 
for her major but since she has not been admitted to the program, they informed her she 
needed to declare the AA as a major so her classes would be covered by her financial aid. 
They explained it was a computer software issue.  
 
Zayy 
 
Zayy had “senioritis” and so he had to take night classes and summer classes in order to 
graduate from high school. Once he did, he enrolled at the community college and had to 
take a number of prep classes. He initially paid for classes out of pocket because he did 
not understand the government offered free money to students who qualified. People told 
him to complete the FASFA and he began to but when they kept telling him to bring in 
more paperwork he stopped pursuing the process. If he had known about the Pell Grant 
he would have continued the process but since he did not understand what that was he 
paid out of pocket to begin with.  
 
He was working for his dad in his landscaping business. His father does not speak very 
good English so he would speak with all of the customers in addition to the manual labor. 
He would take night classes because that was his only option since he would work until 
about three or four o’clock in the afternoon Monday through Friday and sometimes on 
Saturdays. He was also working part-time at the community college as a Student 
Ambassador. He eventually got a full-time job as an administrative assistant at the 
community college. At that time, he spoke with his father about leaving the family 
business. His father understood that it was a good opportunity for him and included 
benefits like health insurance. When asked if he could have stopped working for his 
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father to study full-time, Zayy stated, “…that could’a’ maybe led to a not really good 
semester.” He stated his mom pushed him to work with his dad and help him out. He 
currently works 40 hours a week at the community college and about 15-20 hours a week 
working part-time at a Christian bookstore.  
 
He has changed his mindset from senioritis to wanting to graduate with his AA and 
Bachelors within the next year because of his fiancé. She is a nursing student at a local 
Christian college. She will graduate in a year and he wants them both to obtain their 
bachelor’s degrees before they get married. He is also trying to save up money for a 
house and make “smart moves” when it comes to his classes. He likes to challenge 
himself and see how far he can push himself but he does not want to push his luck. He 
took five classes the past semester but he enrolled in two for summer and three for Fall –
leaving open the possibility to add a fourth one if it will work with his schedule.  
 
Zayy has met with advisors a few times but has primarily been using the online degree 
audit to see visually which requirements he still needs to complete to graduate. He also 
found the admissions process to be fairly self-explanatory. The only process he thought 
was more complicated was the financial aid process. He also has had a few good 
professors but some, primarily online, who are not grading his assignments in a timely 
manner which leaves him feeling unsure how he is doing in his courses.   
 
Sarah 
 
Sarah was homeschooled for high school and she stated “…so it allowed me to enter the 
workfer--, force very early.” She worked full-time when she was 16 years old and during 
her senior year, “…I backed off a little bit, to like thirty hours a week.” She looked at 
attending a university out of state or even one in state but moving away from home. 
Ultimately she decided to stay living at home and attend the community college for 
financial reasons. She has completed her AS degree in Hospitality and is working on her 
AA degree and then plans to complete her BAS at the community college.  
 
Sarah’s parents divorced when she was nine and she does not view her father and 
stepmother as being supportive of her. However, she is very close with her mother and 
even her step-grandmother. Her husband has his AS degree in culinary arts and he works 
a lot. She thinks the fact that she is in school is a good thing for their relationship so she 
is kept busy while he is busy. Sarah and her husband live with her mother, her stepfather, 
and stepsister. She and her husband assist with house bills including rent, electricity, 
water, and cable and she noted it is expensive. However she stated she cannot complain 
because they live in a gated community with their own police force and in a really big 
house “not like I live in the slums or anything like that.”   
 
Her mom works for the Florida in the department of education. Her mom has been 
instrumental in assisting Sarah resolve issues at the community college. She believes that 
most students who would have faced the barriers she has could have said forget it and 
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dropped out. She believes she was lucky to have her mother to assist her. Because Sarah 
does not receive the full Pell Grant she has also taken out some student loans in order to 
cover the cost of tuition and books. Her mother has been paying the interest on some of 
her student loans while they are in deferment. Her mother stated she will also help Sarah 
pay back some of her student loans once she graduates. Her mother just began paying 
back her own student loans which are “through the roof” according to Sarah because her 
mother has two Associate degrees, a Bachelor’s, and a Master’s.  
 
Leonard Johnson 
 
Leonard hated school when he was in high school but now he has realized he is talented 
in the Language Arts and so he is enjoying it more. He earned his GED while he was 
incarcerated. He thought about college at the time but was not sure exactly what he 
wanted to do. He was released in October and began classes in the Spring term. He 
decided to go to college so he could show people “…how much I’ve changed and 
developed.” He reported he did not have any issues enrolling in the community college 
with his criminal record. He took two classes in a condensed Spring session, remedial 
math and SLS, and earned B’s in both. He is taking two more courses for summer, 
college level English and Intermediate Algebra.  
 
Leonard was able to collaborate with his family so he can focus on his education, “…And 
I live in a home with my girlfriend and my mother, and she’s pregnant. So I started 
school after you know we handled the food things and things like that.” He shares a car 
with his mom. He stated it is not a problem. He takes her to work, goes to school, and is 
out in time to pick her up from work.  
 
Leonard’s dedication to his studies appears evident. He studies when he first wakes up 
and then either works cutting people’s lawns (sounded like an occasion side job) or looks 
for employment. His girlfriend and his mother are both supportive of him being in school. 
He views his unborn son as an inspiration to complete his education, “…Because he’s 
just, just think about him and, you know, the way I want him to come up---It gives me a 
push.” On the other hand his old friends who are primarily incarcerated or still dealing 
drugs have the potential to hinder him from making progress towards his educational 
goals. During his incarceration, he took the time to reflect, “…while I was in there I, 
there was times where, I just stopped and looked around. [clears throat] And when you 
placed in a situation like that, you’re told that it’s for the better but when you in it lookin’ 
around, it’s like, nobody tryin’ to do better with theyself. They makin’ the worst out of it. 
And that street, it only end up two ways, you goin’ keep comin’ back, or you goin’, 
you’ll be dead. And I want, I wanna raise my son.”   
 
JoJo 
 
JoJo began at the community college in 2004 right out of high school. She had to take a 
number of remedial classes. She initially wanted to study for two years at the community 
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college and then transfer to a university for engineering. She decided to switch because of 
the amount of time it would take to complete that track. She decided to “do a temporary 
right-now fix [laughs].”   
 
She completed a massage therapy program at a for-profit technical school and has been 
working as a massage therapist for the past 10 years. There have been a number of 
changes in the field that have led to her wages being cut, her hours being cut, insurance 
changes that have led her to return to school. She stated she has been laid off for the past 
year and a half and when she was working previously she was a 1099 employee. She has 
been in school for two semesters, Fall and Spring. She has been studying full-time taking 
four and then five classes and maintaining a 3.3 GPA. She is taking classes in the 
Paralegal program but ultimately may consider law school. She is not sure at this point. 
In her previous employment she would assist with billings and subpoenas in the medical 
office during her downtime which sparked an interest in the legal side of things for her 
return to school. She is currently looking for a job and if she found one, she would cut 
back to three classes most likely.  
 
Finding adequate childcare is sometimes a challenge for JoJo. She has a five year old and 
an 11 month old. Her mother is a dance professor at a local private university and so JoJo 
tried to plan her class schedule around her mom’s work schedule. Her five year old is in 
school during the day and she joked she tries “to pawn her child off” as much as she can. 
She attempts to use her access to her mom as a babysitter even when she has to go to 
campus to address issues in the student services offices like financial aid to avoid getting 
frustrated and enabling her to be patient when they are very busy in the beginning of the 
school year with incoming students. But sometimes there is a lack of communication, 
“…it’s hard, like today my Mom did not tell me [laughs] she had a dance class to go to,” 
so she had her 11 month old daughter with her during our interview.  
 
Socrates 
 
Socrates was hoping to earn a scholarship for hockey while he was living in the New 
England area but then he quit hockey and moved to Florida. He works in the restaurant 
industry and decided to attend college in part because he “wanted to educate myself” and 
also in part from pressure from his parents. His father attended college but did not 
complete this degree. His mother completed a degree in occupational therapy. He plans to 
earn a Bachelor’s degree in Philosophy and also to continue his education into graduate 
school. He seemed to be enjoying his education and stated, “I don’t think I’ll ever stop 
goin’ to school…” When asked what other responsibilities he has in his life, he stated. 
“[laughs] I hate to say it, but my father would say none.” When asked what he would say 
he replied, “None (laughing)…I live a pretty easy life.”    
 
He takes classes in the afternoons and at night because, “I’m not, like, a morning riser, 
and if I am I want to do something else, not go to school…[laughs].” He was initially 
paying out of pocket for his classes. One of his friends told him about the Pell Grant and 
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he applied and found out he was eligible. He had an issue obtaining it for about a year 
because his father lives off of his social security so he does not have an income or need to 
complete a tax return. He was told by financial aid on one of the smaller campuses he 
needed to bring additional paperwork. He would and they would tell him they needed 
something else. He said he would bring that and three would be another issue. He stated 
the first time he went to the main campus for assistance they fixed it immediately and he 
was sent a check a week later. When asked if he thought it was just a coincidence of the 
timing and that he actually needed to provide all the other paperwork he stated, “it was 
definitely different.”   
 
He has been completing self-advising using the general education program sheet. He has 
also investigated the university he wants to transfer to and ensured he will have the 
prerequisite classes required and that they have his major and minors of interest. 
Similarly when first enrolling in the community college, he did most of it independently 
watching the tutorials on the website to see what he needed to do. Socrates refused to 
take the $10 compensation for the study.  
 
Katie Gee 
 
Katie has been studying at the community college for about two years. She initially 
wanted to take a year off when she finished high school but her friend convinced her to 
start right away so she would get done faster and it worked so she began at the 
community college after high school.  
 
She currently works two part-time jobs (job 1 - 20 hours a week, job 2 -14 hours a week). 
She lives with her mother, grandmother, and brother. She has a sister who is currently 
pregnant and lives in the Dominican Republic (DR). She has a lot of pressure on her to 
complete her degree and become a professional so she can assist her family who are poor 
and live in DR. Her sister attends college in DR but the pressure is potentially more for 
Katie since she is living in the US. She wants to become a corrections officer once she 
graduates with her Bachelor’s degree in criminal justice. She is set to complete her AA 
degree in the Fall semester and will transfer to the local state university in the Spring.   
 
Katie deals with some health issues that have hindered her schooling once. She was 
registered as a student with a disability in high school and did not realize she could do 
that at the community college. Her high school informed her that she could not transfer 
her information to the community college so she interpreted that to mean the community 
college did not offer those services. She stated when she did realize and tried to access 
services it was in the middle of the semester and was going to take many weeks so she 
did not pursue it. She probably will at the university. Katie was very confused by the 
admissions and financial aid processes. When she received a refund from her Pell Grant 
she initially tried to give it back to the school because she did not want to have to pay it 
back later.  
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She utilizes the extra tutoring services and when asked what would make her life easier 
she replied, “a personal tutor [chuckling].” She believes that many students are not 
successful because they do not utilize the free tutoring services. She is not sure why they 
are surprised when they earn a D or F because they have not studied. She has seen some 
students who need financial aid not be able to get it and some who are attending school 
only to obtain financial aid. She believes there should be a stricter policy on who can and 
cannot access financial aid. Katie also believes the school should enforce students and 
professors checking their email.   
 
Lionel Luc 
 
During the course of Lionel’s interview, he shared that when he first began taking 
courses at the college he was receiving Pell Grant and had lost it because he failed two 
classes. Once the interview was complete, we walked over to financial aid and he learned 
that he was eligible to receive Pell Grant again because he was meeting the SAP 
requirements again.  
 
He works 40 hours a week in a restaurant cooking and cleaning and makes less than $200 
per week. Since he had been paying out of pocket, this meant he could only afford to take 
two classes a semester instead of the four that he took when he was eligible for the Pell 
Grant. He anticipates graduating in December or January with his AA and then wants to 
continue onto the local university to study computers. He stated he had a 2.25 GPA and 
was not sure what GPA his transfer school required. He typically goes to the career center 
advisors when it is time to register for classes and they tell him which classes to take.  
 
Lionel was wearing a band on his wrist and when asked if he has ever thought about 
dropping out he shared, “Never, that’s why I… I’m wearing this thing. I would never 
drop out…that’s my promise for my… that’s a promise for myself I’d never drop out, no 
matter what, even if I don’t have money.” Lionel has witnessed his cousin go to jail so 
many times that now he cannot find a job. This provides him with an example of what not 
to do and his father and cousins all encourage him to go to school. He believes college 
should be free but he does what he needs to do to meet his goals and he views the lower 
tuition at community colleges compared to other schools as a benefit. Although he takes 
the bus, he has heard many students complain about the parking and he believes the 
school should do something about it.  
 
Marlen 
 
Marlen took a year off of school after she graduated from high school to move to Mexico 
with her mom and help take care of her mother after she had both hips replaced. She 
currently has a 3.8 GPA and is planning to apply to the AS Nursing program but also to 
continue onto her Bachelor’s and ultimately graduate study to be a nurse anesthetist.  
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Marlen’s dad was paying for her tuition before she filled out her FASFA and realized she 
qualified for Pell Grant. He now is able to help her with other things as she needs it. She 
was working around 25 hours a week as a manager at a retail store but recently quit. She 
wants to begin working in her field as soon as possible because her father puts pressure 
on her to finish since her younger sister will be in college soon. She stated she also wants 
to start working in the field so she is not a burden on him since he is older and is 
potentially thinking about retiring. She uses one of her father’s work trucks to travel to 
campus which is not a problem for her. However, they only have two spaces outside of 
their garage and people in her neighborhood can be fined for parking on the street which 
can necessitate some juggling of parking the family cars.  
 
Marlen believes her dad could be more supportive of her. She stated, “I feel like he puts a 
lot of like pebbles in my way sometimes.” She used the example of the car to explain. 
She stated he is “stingy” because he could afford to help her more. He always tells her 
that she has it “so easy” but he does not see that other parents help their children more. 
She described their relationship as “so distant.” She is the first generation to attend 
college. Her sister attended the local state university and completed her AA but then 
stopped attending as she became caught up in her job.  
 
Gaby 
 
Gaby was in her final semester to graduate with her AA degree. She always wanted to do 
nursing and does not want to have to work for the rest of her life. She has applied to a 
number of nursing programs and is hopeful to be accepted and start in January. Her 
mother has her AA degree and her father has his master’s degree in education. She is one 
of seven children and most of her brothers and sisters are also attending college. 
 
Initially Gaby attended the community college right out of high school. Her father 
completed her FASFA and she said he must have done something wrong because she did 
not qualify back then. She only took two classes and then moved out and worked full-
time at Wal-Mart for eight years. She felt stuck. She briefly attended a not for profit 
private university (that formerly was a for-profit university) and was encouraged by the 
advisor there to return to the community college to save money and obtain a higher 
quality education.  
 
She made the sacrifice to move back in with her family and quit her job so she could 
focus on her studies. She was very scared to do it and now is beginning to itch for her 
own space again. She may move into a dorm if she moves away for nursing school. She 
has immersed herself in the community college being active in student clubs and working 
part-time on campus. She views this as instrumental to her success.   
 
She also works part-time in a hospital which motivates her and keeps her focused on her 
ultimate goal of being a nurse. Because her jobs are related to her educational goals she 
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does not view them as a barrier even though she is working full-time. She stated both are 
flexible with her scheduling.  
 
Anais Sierra 
 
Anais delayed starting college right after high school because she was pregnant. She was 
due in November so she waited until the Spring semester to enroll. She felt if she took a 
year off she might take another year and another. She currently has a 3.4 GPA and is 
anticipating to graduate in May 2015. She said multiple times throughout the interview, 
“I’m determined.”  
 
Anais currently lives at home with her parents with her one and a half year old daughter. 
Her daughter is part of her motivation to complete her bachelor’s degree and eventually 
her master’s. Anais believes that there is no reason for her or other students not to 
complete their degrees. She views the Pell Grant as an opportunity to better herself and 
enable her to provide for her daughter. Her mother and fiancé assist in taking care of her 
daughter and she and her fiancé also split the cost of a formal babysitter. About half of 
her paycheck goes to the babysitter and she is often able to save the other half since she 
does not have to pay rent and her parents pay for her car insurance and phone. Her 
savings enables her to pay for diapers and things for her daughter when her fiancé’s hours 
at work are cut or something else comes up.   
 
Anais’ mother and father did not attend college and they want better for her. Her mother 
has often given her advice to stay in school so she does not end up like her cleaning other 
people’s houses. Anais feels very connected to the community college because the people 
are helpful and she is planning to stay there for her Bachelor’s once she completes her 
AA. She has been provided with misinformation and misadvising before which she was 
not happy about but because she is a “planner.” However she was able to advocate for 
herself and move past these obstacles.  
 
Wilou Adrien 
 
Wilou is currently working on both his AS in paralegal studies and his AA degree. He is 
taking 18 credit hours per semester in order to try to graduate in two years with both 
degrees. He knows the AS degree will enable him to begin working in the field but he 
will also continue with his education. If he did not have access to the Pell Grant, he 
would not be able to attend college. He is maintaining a 3.78 GPA. Wilou earned a 
degree in Haiti but he learned from other students if he attempted to bring any of his 
credits over to his US degree he would not be eligible for the Pell Grant. Therefore he 
views his decision to start over as “a very calculated choice… for people like me, without 
financial aid… I don’t say that I wouldn’t be able to make it, but you know, [chuckles 
and exhales] it would be a very long way to go.”  
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His wife is living in Haiti and is pregnant. He views the pregnancy as a source of 
motivation and he “…can’t even find the right word to explain how excited I am…” 
Their decision to live in separate countries was not an easy one to make but their options 
were limited, “…after the earthquake, the devastating earthquake, you know, every 
young professionals think about, even for one day, so ‘I think it’s not gonna be easy to 
make it here,’ so people move. She knows that one of us had to leave.” They see each 
other twice a year.  
 
He currently works privately but it is flexible enabling him to focus primarily on his 
studies. Wilou was an attorney in Haiti and he still works with some of his previous 
attorney friends coordinating adoptions and other legal items. He can sometimes make 
$5,000 for one transaction. He also works for free for a Haitian radio station educating 
the Haitian community about various topics like the legalization of marijuana and other 
legal topics. This provides an opportunity to help his community and make contacts for 
work so he can earn money. When he is done using his textbooks, he offers them to 
others for free on the radio rather than obtaining the $15 or so for the once $200 book.  
 
Lani Winters 
 
Lani was going to begin attending the community college when she was in high school 
via dual enrollment but was advised by her dad and counselors to wait since she was 
already taking AP courses so she would not be overwhelmed with work. Her parents both 
have technical certificates but she does not believe either went beyond high school. Her 
father works as a fire fighter, now a captain, and her mom has a technical certificate in 
nursing. When asked what they thought about her choice to go to the community college 
over a university she replied, “They were just happy I was going to college! [laughing] 
So they were just like yeah that’s good!” She currently receives scholarships in addition 
to the Pell Grant. Her 21 year old stepsister attends the same community college and her 
younger sister is a senior in high school who is also enrolled in AP courses.  
 
Lani currently has around a 2.8 GPA. She studies full-time and typically works part-time 
but lately her employer has been giving her full-time hours. This is ok for the summer but 
she will cut her hours, “cuz I can’t be working 33-40 hours and going to school cuz I’ll 
just be loaded with all this stuff and I can’t do that.” Her work is responsive to changing 
her work schedule to accommodate her classes. She stated that is one of the reasons it is 
good to work there. She had a job at a yogurt store before that she quit because they were 
not flexible. It took her about two years to get the current job she has and she stated she 
only got hired because her sister works there and her sister, her father, and she would all 
go in and talk to manager until she was hired.  
 
Lani stated that when she filed her FASFA she used her mom’s information because her 
dad makes too much money. She initially stated that she lives with her mom, “it’s kinda 
hard to apply for FAFSA cuz like you have to have… your parent has to make a certain 
amount of money… I live with my mom so I used my mom’s… and my dad, he… I don’t 
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live with him so he… he just makes too much anyway for me to apply for FAFSA…: But 
later in the interview Lani stated, “I have to pay car bills, pay phone bills, have to always 
pay for gas, I have to pay for the registration on my car, I have to pay for a lot except for 
like housing, cuz I still like live with my dad and everything but… and I’m only 19 so I 
don’t have to like pay for electricity or anything yet but my stepmom was talking about it 
and she was like I should make you guys pay for that and I was like… but yeah I just 
have to pay bills and work and doctors and…”  
 
Lani views both college and work as privileges because she sees not everyone have 
access to those resources.  
 
Iace Johnson 
 
Iace wants to earn a Bachelor’s degree in music education. He will potentially graduate 
with 90 credits rather than the typical 60 for the AA degree because of the number of 
prerequisite courses required for his major. He was in a teaching program in his high 
school which enabled him some teaching experience in an elementary school. He earned 
a full scholarship including books at the community college and a partial scholarship at a 
historically black state university. He chose the community college since it was a full 
ride.  
 
Iace and his family went through some hard times. Iace was one of the sole breadwinners 
in his household for a period of time working three jobs when his mother’s hours were 
but and his brother was not working. His music GPA “took a hard turn” going from a 3.5 
to a 2.7 or 2.2 because he did not pass some courses. When asked if he has considered 
dropping out, he replied, “… yeah I have. I’m not gonna lie, I have. I’m like yo life is 
real! [laughs]…I’m like my mom’s not working right now, I’m only working 17-
something hours right now and you know the bills are coming in where you know my 
paycheck goes in, pays the account overdraft, next check pays the bank back….my sister 
is like, ‘yo it’s the college life.’ I’m like, ‘I don’t want to live the college life!’”  
 
A theme that came up during Iace’s interview was his frustration with the number of 
unrelated courses he needed to take to earn his degree. This was potentially in part due to 
the recent changes in remedial math classes the community college made. However, 
generally he does not believe he should have to take science and math when he will never 
use them again and they have nothing to do with his major. When prompted that some of 
the state legislators argue that students need to take the classes in order to be well 
rounded, Iace replied, “I bet if you go an ask a lot of people that’s in this state, the 
legislature, the political people, if you ask them to figure out some of these mathematical 
equations or some of these scientific equations, they won’t be able to do it… Now if they 
can’t do it, why should we have to learn how to do it?... it’s like the government gives us 
money to give back to themselves. So you get a Pell Grant, just take the Pell Grant and 
pay your ownself. How much sense does that make? Why don’t we just cut it out! 
[laughs]”  
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Imani Jones 
 
Initially Imani wanted to go away to school but for financial reasons decided to stay 
home and attend the community college in part because she was in a program in high 
school which enabled her to receive a scholarship at the community college. She lost the 
scholarship when she failed some courses. However since then she has been awarded an 
even better one. She lives at home with her grandmother, mother, and two younger 
siblings. Her mother works at the community college.  
 
Imani is currently pregnant. She is planning to take courses in the Fall during a fast track 
session that will end close to her due date. She feels like she has no choice and she wants 
to finish “on time.” She has broken up with the to-be father of her child. She described 
herself as putting him before herself and while he was enrolled in the same community 
college it was not his priority. She believes she has a harder time than others in dealing 
with other people and making herself a priority.  
 
Imani had some good teachers in high school but they were not able to teach her what she 
really needed to learn because of the FCAT. She struggled passing the FCAT which 
decreased her self-confidence in her academic abilities and almost hindered her from 
graduating. She believes education is very important and that the government should 
invest more in it and create a more equitable school systems where minority students can 
receive the same education as the students at the schools with more money. “I believe 
that education should be the number one um priority because you know… knowledge is 
power… And I feel as if the economy did have an effect because um that’s where the 
funding goes to and I’ve been really watching politics lately and education is kind of the 
least on our…the system is set up that way but yet they complain saying that oh we’re not 
good in the educational system because of this, because of that, and it’s like It’s not our 
fault like it really isn’t, I mean you tryin’ to say that every man for themself, but it’s like 
we have to work together so I feel as if… that’s how I feel about the economy, I can say 
more but uh uh, I’ll get into it, no thank you! [chuckles]”  
 
Alexis Bermudez 
 
Alexis began at the community college in 1979 taking courses for the pilot program. She 
decided it was not what she was really looking for and instead worked as a flight 
attendant for about 11 years. She was also a mom and worked in her daughter’s school 
once she entered kindergarten until after she graduated. She returned to the community 
college in 2009 and was graduating in the summer semester.  
 
She is not currently working and is currently homeless. She stated, “there are 
circumstances between myself and my daughter and my family that I don’t quite 
understand, you know, why and how they wouldn’t want to help, but you know their 
thing is that I haven’t had a job, a real job and that they think I should just go out there 
and you know do that and that’s not what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna get my education.” 
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Her sister lives near the community college in a four-bedroom house with two bedrooms 
currently uninhabited. Her brother had three properties but also does not assist her. She 
and her daughter lived in the same neighborhood since she was seven years old. When 
she was about 18 or 19 years old, “we got a two bedroom apartment so she could have 
her own room…” but then when her daughter began dating a guy, things changed and 
“…she moved out on me…” Alexis cried when speaking about some of her family 
disconnects and not feeling supported by them.  
 
She stated, “…sometimes I’ve been a bitch…” with some of the staff and administrators 
at the community college. Alexis has advocated for herself at the campus to receive 
services, additional financial aid money, and to change things for the better on campus – 
like increasing the parking. She is also in contact with social services and trying to 
receive some government assistance but they are telling her until she gets a job they will 
not help her. She called her city commissioner to try to advocate for herself in that arena 
unsuccessfully.  
 
Gennaro 
 
After high school Gennaro planned to become an entrepreneur or win the lottery. To date, 
those plans have not come to fruition. He completed an online program to become a 
minister because he “felt like I had a calling…and I got a scholarship.” His credits did not 
transfer and he did not know that when he took the courses. He is ok with it because he 
still has his certificate.  
 
Gennaro decided to attend the community college when his mother gave him the 
ultimatum of getting a job, going to school, or moving out, so “school’s not sounding so 
bad. [laughs]” As a child Genarro bought a magic trick that turned into a passion. He 
created shows at that age and when put them on for others when he and his family would 
stay in timeshares or hotels. “I told my mom, I said, ‘I wanna be a magician.’ And she’s 
like, ‘No, you’re gonna be a doctor.’” Regardless, his passion is still to entertain so he is 
majoring in the performing arts.  
 
He had been prescribed Adderall in secondary school for ADD/ADHD. He is currently 
using holistic health to manage the ADD and believes he is about healed through eating 
organic foods, engaging in exercise, and he was going to buy medical marijuana oil after 
he left the community college that day. He believes high school only prepared him for a 
“criminal background.” Yet he acknowledges this could be in part due to the people he 
hung out with. He no longer hangs out with his friends from high school. He stated many 
of them are in jail, prison, or not doing anything with their lives. He sees that many of the 
people he referred to as “squares” are now doctors and lawyers, He is hoping to make 
some new friends at the community college and either join or start a vegan club.     
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Pete Blackmarker 
 
There was a little bit a communication barrier during this interview. At times I was 
unclear what Pete was saying and at times he was unclear what I was asking. Pete is 
currently taking a remedial reading class and the SLS class. He is doing well in the SLS 
class but has been getting As and Cs in his reading class. He does not like the Cs so he 
went to speak with an advisor about his courses currently and his courses for the Fall. He 
is supposed to begin college level English but he stated, “I’m not prepared. [laughs] 
Definitely not prepared.” He stated he will take the course though and “I’m gonna go at 
my pace…And I’m gonna pay attention, and be prepared, come, note, take notes.” 
 
With the help of his mom, Pete bought a car. Unfortunately he was hit by a truck and his 
car was totaled. He did not have any physical injuries but now he has to take the bus. 
Sometimes when it rains, he texts his professor to let her know that he will not make it to 
class but he will, “…still check my email, study catch up on stuff and what I need to do.” 
He would like it if the community college had a bus. He stated he would make it to class 
every day. He did not begin college right after high school instead taking a two year 
break. He said that now he is refreshing and trying to find a rhythm with the classes. He 
is not sure if his parents attended college or not.  
 
He is not currently working but is applying for jobs in retail at a nearby mall. He does not 
want to be a burden so he is trying to work. He plays basketball and would love to go 
professional but he does not have a professional coach. He is not sure if the community 
college has a team or if he has to wait until he transfers to another school but he would 
like to play. Generally he spoke about his motivation and drive to succeed, “My goal is to 
get that short-term goal over with within a day. Or a week. And that’s, I, I guess that’s, 
that’s the way I think.”  
 
Jack 
 
Jack has been attending the community college for about two and a half years. When he 
graduated from high school he decided to, “take a break from school first. Then go back 
to school so that’s what I did…It was great…I caught up on a lotta sleep I missed.” He 
decided to begin at the community college because it was affordable, his Pell Grant 
would cover it, and he believed the community college would help prepare him for the 
university. Jack is debating between two universities for his transfer school. He thinks 
that they are both public universities but one is actually private. One is local and the other 
is about 150 miles away. He stated, “I wanna move from home so. [whispers]” He would 
like to live on campus whether he attends the local university or the one further away and 
have the university experience. He thought the community college would have housing 
and was anticipating living on campus. He currently lives at home with his mom and his 
sister. His sister also attends the community college and is about to graduate and transfer 
to the local public university.  
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He realizes he will be the second person in his family to graduate college but he does not 
feel it as pressure because “I got a nice supportin’ cast around me…” He also does not 
want to become one of the African American statistics who do not graduate college. He 
works at Student Life and this appears to have created a strong connection to the 
community college for him. He stated without the job he probably would have been one 
of the students who just went to campus for classes and left. He also found the SLS class 
to be of pivotal importance providing a strong foundation of how to successfully navigate 
college.  
 
Lee 
 
Lee was attending a private university for about three years prior to attending the 
community college. She began there out of high school because they offered her a 
scholarship. She had family issues that interfered with her studies and “Um, financially. I 
couldn’t afford it, and then I got into, um, what do you call it, uh, academic probation, 
and I never went back.” Her scholarship only covered part of her tuition, the Pell Grant 
also helped but she was still working full-time in order to pay the remaining $5,000, “I 
mean, a lot of people could do it, but after a while it just takes a toll on like everything. 
You have to choose one or the other.” Lee has been assisting in the care of her 
grandparents. It has become easier now since her brother graduated from the local state 
university “so he has more time on his hands and he’s been helping out more.”  
 
When she first was applying to colleges she had to figure out everything on her own 
because she is amongst the first generation in her family to attend college in the US. The 
private university had an orientation which assisted her some in figuring it out. She had 
accrued $20,000 in loans from her time at the university. She has paid it down to $8,000. 
She has been attending the community college for a year. Her GPA is currently above a 
3.0. She is working part-time and studying full-time. She is trying to focus on her own 
goals more and has more time to complete her school work. She has not thought seriously 
about going back to the private university because she does not want her loans to go back 
up again. Her boyfriend graduated from the same private school and he is currently 
paying off his loans. While he was in school, he worked part-time and she worked full-
time to help support them. Currently she is working part-time while he works full-time to 
support them. She is considering staying at the community college to complete her 
Bachelors or transferring to the local state university.   
 
Your Face 
 
Your applied to universities primarily out of state but did not receive the scholarships he 
needed in order to attend them. He stated that it was all last minute and his family was 
facing some financial issues so he was “forced” to attend the community college. 
However, he also appreciated how easy it was to enroll. He stated for some it is their “last 
chance in a way” and he also noted, “…if there was no [community college 
abbreviation], I would probably be doing nothing.” He currently has a 3.6 GPA.  
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Your will be eligible for graduation soon with his AA degree but he will not have all of 
his prerequisite classes. He is thinking about changing his major from pre-dental to 
something else so he can transfer to a university. He wants to work with children but sees 
that many childcare workers do not make very much money. Therefore he is pursuing 
pre-dental with the hopes of being a pediatric dentist. He would like to just transfer and 
then maybe change his major after he transfers. His advisor at the community college 
informed him that would be unlikely. He stated he is thinking about it. He mentioned that 
he wants to move on from the community college multiple times throughout the 
interview. It was clear that he wanted to complete his two years and move on.  
 
In addition to school he is not working but he does take care of his family’s chickens and 
he also babysits for families who need help through his church. He enjoys spending time 
with the children and lessening the burden for the families’ who cannot really afford 
childcare.  
 
Mark Johnson 
 
Mark began college at a community college in Nashville Tennessee where he is from. He 
was forced to go to college by his parents and while he was living with them he stated 
they were not financially supporting him which caused a negative outcome, “I flunked 
more of my classes than I passed.” He did not feel he was mature enough to handle all of 
his responsibilities and he also did not have enough time to work on homework and 
study.  
 
Mark moved from Tennessee to attend the community college in south Florida. He is 
currently working full-time (40-50 hours a week) and also studying full-time.  
 
He has had good and bad experiences with advising. He needed help but he could also 
see that they were overwhelmed, “It was a lotta people waiting to speak to an advisor. 
She was probably worn out, she just didn’t wanna deal with it, so she, her energy was 
probably gone after a couple hours of being there, so she was just like taking everyone, 
like I was, like they’re just a number in prison. That’s how I felt about it. Honest opinion, 
so.” 
 
His parents are immigrants from African and have done well for themselves. They both 
completed college degrees and they came to the US with nothing. He stated he realizes he 
has to do better than they have. He also realizes no one is going to do this for him. He 
forfeits “distractions” including parties, friends, festivals, girls, exercising because 
“You’ve got to give up in order to gain.”  
 
Chanell 
 
Chanell began working directly out of high school. She is the first in her family to 
graduate high school and she will graduate college with honors with her AA in August. 
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She grew up in Memphis, Tennessee and comes from a family of “workers.” So when she 
graduated from high school she got a job to pay for herself and help her family. She grew 
up in a single parent home and her mother gave birth to Chanell at 40 years old. Chanell’s 
mother was moving into a fixed income and retirement so she wanted to help out. Her 
mother wanted her to go to college but she is not the type to pressure. Her friend lives in 
Florida and encouraged her to move to attend school in the area. Chanell thought, “Why 
not? What can I lose, right?”   
 
She chose the community college because her ACT and SAT scores had expired and she 
wanted to start out slow. Her friends recommended she attend the specific community 
college she is attending now. They told her to go online to complete the application. She 
went online and found the whole process very easy, “You know, good thing I could read. 
[laughs]  That was it, you know.” She has done everything fairly independently 
consulting staff at the school when necessary or an issue came up but she has only spoken 
with an advisor about three times. She uses the information in her student account to see 
which classes she still needs to take and the other online resources, “So I was like, ‘Wait. 
Is it really this easy?’” 
 
Chanell was taking seven classes in her last summer semester and working part-time at 
the community college. She was accepted and planned to transfer in August right after 
she graduates into a bachelor’s of social work program.  
 
Alex Smith 
 
Alex wanted to go away to college but his parents wanted him to attend the community 
college for the first two years. He is debating whether to transfer to the local state 
university and continue to love at home or to move away to another state university and 
live on campus. He thinks his parents will be ok with his decision either way since he is 
more mature now and shown more responsibility. He currently has a 2.5 GPA and is 
completing the coursework for his AA and the prerequisites for a computer science 
major.  
 
Alex is not currently working. He does not have his own car but his mother is not 
working so she is able to take him to and from classes. His sister attends college as well 
and she was able to assist him in navigating the process of entering college. His mother 
attended college but became sick and never returned. His father never attended college.  
 
Alex primarily goes to classes and goes home. He does feel connected to the college 
though through his interactions with professors. When he first began college he had a bit 
of a rough start realizing he was going to need to study more but he feels like he has a 
good handle on it now.  
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Milagros Duran 
 
When Milagros was in high school her mom became ill. There was a point where her 
aunts where telling her they would either need to put her mom in a home for care or 
Milagros would need to quit high school to take care of her. Her mother ended up 
spending a lot of time in the hospital and dying there during Milagros junior year of high 
school. Milagros lived with her aunts until she completed high school. She moved 
between them because she did not really get along with them.  
 
Milagros was able to pay her bills with the financial aid and social security money 
initially when she began college. Now Milagros typically takes four or five classes and 
works part-time (20-24 hours/week) at her job. Other than work and school, she also 
takes care of her two dogs. She currently lives with her girlfriend who is also enrolled the 
community college but in the bachelor’s program.  
 
Previously Milagros failed two courses, speech and anatomy and physiology, which 
lowered her GPA to a 2.1 and “they wanted to take my financial aid away, kind of, but 
then I brought it up to a…2.7…” When she knew she was having issues with the courses, 
she went to speak with financial aid about what would happen if she dropped them or 
failed them. She has retaken them both for grade forgiveness to bring her GPA back up. 
She is hoping to complete her AA and then apply to the AS Nursing program at the 
community college.  
 
Bonita Applebottom 
 
Bonita did not have her immigration papers when she graduated from high school so she 
was not able to attend college. She could have attended the community college if she 
could have afforded out of state tuition but this was not an option for her and her family. 
When she turned 20, she obtained her papers and went to the community college to 
reenroll. While she was there, she was offered a part-time job. She accepted it and stated 
to also go to school would have been too much at the time because she was assisting in 
the care and driving of her siblings. Even now she stated, “I’m like a mom…” Her 
younger sister is moving away to attend a university and so she has less pressure on her 
now. She currently works at the community college full-time and is taking her courses 
online. To date her professors have been helpful and responsive to her emails.  
 
She relates to some of the staff at the community college. She specifically mentioned an 
advisor and associate dean who help keep her motivated, “I know they come from kinda 
similar backgrounds and they you know pursued and look, like they have like masters 
and bachelors and things like that and they didn’t necessarily just born you know wake 
up and have that opportunity, they kinda had to work for it. So when I see them with that 
it’s ok so I can do it. And they just talk to me and keep me motivated.”  
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Bonita would like to see reform around immigration and the ability to attend college. She 
is familiar with the Dream Act but thinks it would be good to have a way to grandfather 
people in so they can earn an education. Bonita also volunteers at her church and attends 
services regularly.  
 
Jonathan Valton  
 
Jonathan served in the Marine Corps for five years, joining just after he graduated high 
school because he did not know what he wanted to do. Once he left the marines, he began 
taking classes full-time to further his education and take advantage of his GI Bill benefits.  
He currently lives at home, renting a room, with his mom, aunt, and niece. He wants to 
buy his own home. However, in order to qualify for a mortgage they will not count his GI 
Bill as income. Therefore, he recently began working at the DMV full-time and now is 
studying part-time.  
 
While he was overseas and traveling in the military he was not able to be there for his 
family in the same way so it is very important to him to be there for them now. By living 
with his mom, he is actually helping her financially and he also provides support 
“…financially….spiritually, emotionally…” to his mom, two sisters, his niece, and 
nephews.  
 
When he was taking classes through the GI Bill benefits, the VA advisor would put a 
special code in the system so even if his classes were not showing as paid by the 
deadline, they would not be dropped. Now that he is trying to use the state employee 
waiver, he was thinking they would not drop his classes for nonpayment but that has not 
been the case so he has had to resign up for classes a couple of times and was at the 
school to figure out how to have his waiver processed.  
 
Addyson  
 
Addyson has three children ages 6, 5, and 3. Her youngest was present during the 
interview. Two of them had surgery and she did not have anyone to assist with their care 
during their 2 week recovery period. She was working as a waitress full-time but now has 
switched to part-time. At her work, if she is full-time they are not flexible with her 
schedule but part-time they are.  
 
She dropped out of high school when she got pregnant but she earned her GED. She 
noted, “I always wanted to graduate. No matter what. I didn’t care. It just took me a little 
bit longer, but I did.” Her children being young and being unable to pay for formal 
daycare has hindered her from coming back to school sooner. 
 
She stated her family was not supportive of her returning to school initially but now they 
are because they see that she really wants it and can do it. She has completed a Summer 
semester successfully, then had to withdrawal from her four classes in the Fall and is 
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attempting to come back in the Summer semester. Her husband helps with childcare but 
sometimes he works from 4am–7pm. He works in an ice cream warehouse so he has to 
work longer hours during their busy season of Summer which can make attending classes 
for Addyson a bit more challenging.  
 
She is hoping her appeal for the semester in which she dropped all of her classes is 
approved because she stated she would not be able to pay out of pocket for her classes 
until she got a better job. She stated she did not know the school had a medical 
withdrawal option and that she did not appeal based on her children’s medical issues 
because their surgeries were done in a city 63 miles away, “I’m not gonna drive an hour 
and a half for a paper, that’s a lot of gas…and time.”  
 
After the interview was over, I informed Addyson that she could possibly request her 
children’s doctor to fax the medical documentation to add to her financial aid petition to 
save herself the trip but also make her appeal as strong as possible.  
 
Ann Peter 
 
Ann began at the community college four years ago when she was 19 years old. She 
thought about taking a semester off when she had her son and her grandfather died but 
decided to try and push through and continue attending but at one point it just became too 
much. She earned a D and withdrew from some of her courses. She did not speak to 
anyone at the college at the time. Now as she is coming back, she cannot receive financial 
aid. She has paid out of pocket for Summer courses with a credit card. She is making 
payments to try to pay it off. She would rather be working less so she could focus on her 
studies but since she has to pay out of pocket, she is still working full-time right now. She 
hopes to do well in the summer courses and then have her aid reinstated for Fall. 
Currently she has to bring her GPA in order to qualify for Pell Grants again. Ideally she 
would like to be able to use the grants and loans to supplement her income and work part-
time enabling her to focus on her studies. She works at an optometrist’s office as a 
reception and technician.   
 
When she was going to school previously she had a baby and her grandfather died in one 
year. It was very hectic and she appeared to be close with her grandfather crying during 
our interview because she still missed him. She and her husband shared a car at the time 
and she had issues finding a babysitter. She dropped out of classes and her husband 
finished his because he was closer to earning his degree. He now has his Bachelor’s in 
Business and MIS. Ann’s husband and parents have been encouraging her to return to 
school for a while but she still felt that her life was not stable enough. Ann is returning to 
school now that they are more financially stable and her son is 5 years old so he is in 
school. Now her husband also picks her son up from daycare which allows her to go to 
class after work.  
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Do Do 
 
Do Do has been working full-time cleaning houses and he took three classes. During the 
Spring semester, he passed two remedial courses, one for reading and one for writing. He 
also took the SLS course in Spring and described it as easy but stated he did not have 
enough time for it so he stopped going without talking to the teacher. Potentially he 
viewed these other courses as more important than the SLS course and he put more 
energy into those courses that unfortunately do not count towards his FA status. He also 
took a course in the Fall and earned an A in it. He was confused why he lost his financial 
aid.  
 
Do Do graduated high school in Haiti in 2004 and when he first moved to the US he 
needed to go to work to help his mother pay bills. He lives with his mother and sisters, 
some of whom also attend school but none at the same community college. He believes if 
he could have attended college immediately that would have helped him. Now he has 
forgotten much of his math and where he works people do not speak proper English 
which hinders him in his coursework.  
 
He would like to focus on fine arts as an immediate major but since he is struggling 
financially he is focusing first on the AS Dental Hygiene as a short-term goal and his 
long-term goal is the AA degree. He mentioned the art in the interview office and also 
that he plays guitar but right now he only plays about 15 minutes a day due to his time 
constraints. He plans to work part-time and not worry about where he will live or how he 
will pay his bills so he can focus on his school and his long-term financial stability.  
 
Lily Marley 
 
Lily was very generous with her ideas throughout the interview. Occasionally her 
answers were multifaceted and it took extra consideration to sort through them. Lily 
graduated from high school in 2007 and began college classes at the community college 
then. She was only able to take 3 classes because she did not have her immigration papers 
so she had to pay out of pocket to begin and that meant out of state fees as well which 
was very expensive for her. She just started back and took two classes, one –a math class 
she dropped because she said it was too hard.  
 
Lily went to a private school and completed a massage therapy program. She has about 
$10,000 in loans from this program and also used $10,000 of her Pell Grant. She is 
currently working as a massage therapist for about 20 hours a week as an independent 
contractor. She is returning to school to get a degree so that she can, “to get those benefits 
that I’m looking for in the United States.” She has Mondays and Wednesdays off to 
complete her schoolwork.  
 
At the time of the interview Lily was pregnant with her first child. She lives with her 
mom and they work together to pay the bills.  
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Lily believes it is too difficult for people to earn a credential and that many of the 
required courses students need to take do not relate to their eventual employment. She is 
not sure who could change this but she believes it should be changed and that there 
should be more hands-on learning and training relating directly to one’s job. At one point 
she used the example that engineers do not need to know and use slopes and intercepts in 
their jobs.  
 
Lily also thinks they should advertise the Pell grant on TV so that more people can learn 
about it. If we really want people to do well in the US, she does not understand why this 
information would be kept hidden from everyone. She wants to earn her degrees 
(bachelor’s through doctorate in environmental science) and then provide free education 
to people all over the world.  
 
Sergio Celis 
 
There were some communication challenges during the interview with Sergio but his 
sense of humor was apparent from our time together.  
 
Sergio lives with his mother and stepfather. Sergio’s mom is also in school to become a 
nurse. His father is the only one in the home who works. He repairs houses and asks 
Sergio to assist him sometimes which has interfered with his studies but he sees how hard 
it is on his father being the sole support in the house so Sergio helps when his dad asks. 
He also helps his mother with the household responsibilities. He has also been looking 
for a job and was just hired at McDonalds. He is supposed to start there during the 
upcoming weekend. He is waiting for them to call him. He is not sure if it is full-time or 
part-time and he still needs to discuss his work schedule and school schedule with them. 
The money will enable him to help his family with bills, help with his own bills, and 
assist him in paying the out of pocket tuition because he knows his father cannot help 
with that. He will also look into the appeal with his mom to see if he can have his 
financial aid reinstated.  
 
Sergio’s passion is playing music. He plays the violin and after graduating high school in 
Venezuela he was in an orchestra living on his own and traveling for about two years. He 
came to the US because his mother has been planning and trying to get him and his 
brothers to the US. He also was interested in coming to the US because he heard there are 
good universities in which to study music here.   
 
Tyrell Davis 
 
Tyrell began school in the Fall both working and taking classes full-time. He realized this 
was too much once it was too late. He took two semesters of courses this way but he 
dropped a prep math class because he was not able to put in the required effort for 
studying outside of class to keep up with the pace of the class. During the Spring 
semester, his girlfriend became pregnant and he viewed it as “a tug of war.” He was 
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being pulled between the mother of his child, work, and school. He ended up missing 
days at work and falling behind at school. He believes if he had more time he could have 
been successful in the courses.  
 
He currently works as an Auto Technician at Toyota. His days off are Tuesdays and 
Thursdays so he takes classes on those days. He tries to do homework after work on the 
other days but often is too tired and will put off his assignments. He also has to take his 
child into consideration and spending time with her. Sometimes he would go over to her 
mother’s house and try to see his child and do homework. All of this caused him to “run 
off course.”  
 
Tyrell’s mom has been living with HIV since he was a child. She receives disability but 
essentially he is the primary breadwinner in the house and also takes care of the majority 
of household responsibilities which he thinks are typical of a big brother, “I’m there 
doing mostly everything around the house. Um, dumping garbages to cleaning the house, 
to making sure, you know, keeping up with my little sisters and their grade process and, 
you know, with watchin’ the house, and just doin’ stuff that, you know, a big brother 
would do around the house, and, you know, just being a male figure in the house.”  
 
At the end of the interview Tyrell commented, “…you’ve, you’ve, enlightened me on 
myself…[laughs] I’m like, ‘whoa.’”  
 
Anna Smith 
 
Anna was interviewed with her youngest child present. She is a mother of two children 
under the ages of five and takes her classes online. She had surgery in the most recent 
semester and was unable to work on her classes for three weeks due to her unanticipated 
recovery time and the amount of prescription medications they had her on. She does not 
have access to childcare. She pled with her professors to allow her to make up the work 
and catch up. Through providing medical documentation they allowed her to do this. 
Even though it was extremely difficult for her with her two children and health 
complications, she earned two C’s and one B. She thought this met the school’s 
requirement and was disappointed her efforts did not pay off how she thought they 
would. She thought C’s were better than W’s.  
 
Anna recently moved with her husband to the area to be closer to his family and she 
believes the new town will provide better opportunities for her family as the area is more 
urban. When she was at her previous community college, she withdrew from her courses 
one semester when she was pregnant with her youngest child because she was very sick. 
Because this was a semester previous and nothing happened Anna did not make the 
connection that that was actually the issue that was hindering her SAP. She was not 
meeting SAP because of her completion rate not GPA.  
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When Anna graduated high school she got a job to help her family pay bills and make 
sure they had enough money to eat. Additionally her focus was to move out of her mom’s 
house. She described her family as a broken house and states she knew she wanted to get 
out of her mother’s house and once she did this successfully through having a job she felt 
better.   
 
However, she did complete the application and placement test at the local community 
college. Her now husband was the one who pushed her to take the next step and enroll in 
classes. He has multiple degrees and his own business. He signs her up for online classes 
every semester and she notes that since he has been through it, he knows which classes 
she should take and he has been right so far. Yet she also notes they have had 
disagreements about her completing her work. She believes it would be easier if she took 
classes on campus instead of online and childcare has been an issue when she attempts to 
take her tests online. The online exams often time out because one of the children wakes 
up from a nap or begins to fuss. She does not think her husband understands what it is 
like for her and she believes they could come together a bit more. He currently works in 
the city they used to live in together and he comes to their family house for a couple of 
days a week.  
 
Anna wants to earn a degree so she can contribute to her family now. She noted, “So I 
want it for myself, but I want it just to prove, you know, to everybody, that I can with two 
children get a degree and be successful in it, and I’m gonna fight. I am gonna climb this 
little, what was it, this tower-[video game and toddler talking in the background]…I’m 
[laughs] gonna climb it, and I am going to get a degree, I will….It may be a process, it 
may be a fight to do it, but I will. I swear I will. [laughs].”   
 
Dahanna 
 
Dahanna spoke with a thick accent which was, at times, challenging to understand. 
However, she spoke with great passion throughout her interview and her enthusiasm for 
school was undeniable. Dahanna’s parents sent her to private school in Haiti and she 
moved to the US almost eight years ago. She completed one year of high school in the 
US in order to earn her high school diploma. She does not care what it takes her goal is to 
complete her education.  
 
Dahanna was not meeting the SAP requirements because she had only completed 66% of 
her courses and she needed to complete 67% to meet the institution’s requirement. She 
dropped one class and in another class she misunderstood what her grade was in a course 
which caused her to fail the course.  
 
Dahanna is on track to graduate with her AA degree in December. She then plans to enter 
into the AS Nursing program. It was unclear if she would be a competitive applicant for 
the nursing program (she noted a 2.76 GPA) or if she understood that not everyone is 
accepted into the nursing program. However, she was clear that her education was more 
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important than a job because you never know what might happen. Along the same lines, 
she did not want to only complete her AS in Nursing but also her AA because again one 
never knows and she wanted to have multiple options open to her. Her sense of 
responsibility was prominent throughout the interview and her dream of completing her 
education.  
 
She typically takes three classes and works part-time at a local grocery chain. She 
switched from another job which was for an agency working with patients. She liked the 
job but it was full-time and her schooling was taking too long. Her current job works 
around her school schedule. She stated she does not care about her job, her main focus is 
school. Above many of the other participant’s her internal drive for education came 
through the most clearly. She described education as her job multiple times and stated she 
did not care if she was married or had children but she was going to complete her 
education because it was her job.  
 
She seems to surround herself only with individuals who are goal focused and 
educationally driven. She tried to guide her cousin unsuccessfully. Her cousin did not 
complete high school or enroll in college and has had a baby. Dahanna no longer speaks 
to her and she spoke of other students in a similar fashion. Those who were not on a clear 
path with a major and long-term goal had nothing to offer her so she would not speak to 
them.  
 
Larry Joseph 
 
Larry was excited to begin college and really wanted to move away and attend a 
university. When he shared his plans with his father his father inquired about how Larry 
was going to travel to far away universities to move. In part because of this and because 
he has a lot of friends nearby Larry decided to attend the community college, bring his 
GPA up, and try to get his AA as soon as possible in order to transfer. He sees how 
university students are held and taken care of by their schools opposed to community 
colleges in which the student has to travel to and from campus and work and figure things 
out on their own.  
 
He currently takes two buses to get to campus which takes an hour. In his first semester 
he took four classes and passed one with a C, withdrew from two and failed one. He 
stated if he had a car he would have more time to study. He is trying to study now for his 
driver’s license exam but he is also trying to be involved in student activities and 
surround himself with people who could help him with his classes. He is struggling to 
find time for both. Similarly, he has been able to borrow money from a friend to pay out 
of pocket for one summer class but in order to get back in status he will have to pay for 
more classes out of pocket. (This will leave him with $80 for two weeks.) He was talking 
through how to handle the other classes he needs and stated he could get a second job to 
hurry up and pay for the classes he needs out of pocket but then realized he would not 
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have time to study and that would put him back into the same situation. He works at a 
national fast food hamburger chain making $7.97/hour.  
 
I shared with Larry how according to the research students at community colleges are less 
likely to graduate than university students and inquired if some people are not college 
material or what was happening. Larry viewed the way the system is organized as 
problematic, “It’s not that they’re not college material, it’s just that community colleges, 
the, all the focus is not on the classes. A university, all the focus is on the classes. It’s a 
university, and your main 100 percent focus is for you to graduate. That’s why they have 
dorms, that’s why they have a lot of people to help you out. Your whole surrounding is 
people to help you out. And there’s, there’s no leaving the university and going 
somewhere else. When you do leave, it’s because you’re on spring break or you’re doing 
something else. A, a state college you leave all the time. You have other things you have 
to worry about. You have your personal issues, problems, so all the focus is not on the 
classes, so expect students to fail. Yeah.”   
 
Big Daddy 
 
Big started at a community college in the Midwest (took two classes during the Fall 
semester) and then moved back home to Florida and enrolled at the local community 
college (took two classes in Spring). The community college in the Midwest was a bit 
smaller so they were more helpful than his current community college.  
 
Big and his wife split which meant he had to begin full-time employment in order to 
support himself. He had to “let go” of his morning SLS class when he got a full-time job 
but he still passed his other course which was a remedial class.  
 
Big was confused about the process. He had completed an appeal since he did not do well 
in the Spring term. When he spoke with Financial Aid they informed him his appeal was 
approved but that he also had to complete another one.  Based on my conversation with 
him, I am not sure what was going on with his appeal either. When he allowed me to look 
at his paperwork, it appeared that there was a police report included involving domestic 
violence. Because the process was taking the amount of time it was and the short break 
between Spring and Summer courses, this was going to hinder Big from taking Summer 
classes and also throw off his plan to complete his general education requirements.  
 
Big does not feel connected to the community college at all. He had a bad experience 
during one of the student life activities which he shared when explaining why he does not 
feel connected. He felt that the other students were disrespectful when he was auditioning 
for a talent show as a rapper.  
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Stephanie Cervantes 
 
Stephanie shared an interesting perspective. She took responsibility for not doing well in 
school but also viewed it as, “…at my job they, um, I guess they needed me more than, 
than school…” Stephanie works at a national fast food pizza franchise and her boss 
scared her. Stephanie stated her boss would scream at the crew if they did not do 
something right and she was afraid to tell her boss if she needed a day off. Stephanie now 
has a nicer boss. However, she has been working for the store for three years and has not 
received a raise. She is afraid how her boss will react if she asks for one, even with the 
newer and nicer boss now.  
 
Stephanie lives in a mobile home with her brother and her mother. She assists with 
paying the bills because her mother does not work. Her mother has back pain but does 
not receive disability because she does not have her papers. Her cousins sometimes live 
with them and assist with bills but Stephanie and her family cannot count on them all the 
time. Her mother also does not read or write in any language and speaks a dialect of 
Guatemala so Stephanie needs to translate for her and take her to her many doctor’s 
appointments and the grocery store.  
 
Her mother was abused physically by her father before she was born. Her mother blames 
her father for her current back pain. Her mother and father would work in the nurseries of 
Florida when her older brother was young. They would work from five o’clock in the 
morning until ten o’clock at night and her brother was left to teach himself how to cook 
and no one was there for him. He would often go with her parents to work and sleep on 
the bus that took the workers or play around throughout the day. Her brother dropped out 
of middle school.  Stephanie stated her parents feel very guilty about this.  
 
Stephanie has been lying to her parents for the past year telling them that she has been 
attending school but she has not. She took an art appreciation course in the summer term 
a year ago. She stated she was not checking her email and did not realize she had been 
dropped from the course due to financial aid issues and so she was doing all of the work 
in the course. She stated when she found out she had been dropped she was almost done 
with the course and was doing well. She entered a bit of a depressed state and dropped 
out. It is a year later now that she is following up with the appeal because she does not 
want to be making pizzas and not making very much money for the rest of her life. She is 
still debating whether or not to tell her parents what is happening.  
 
Honest Angel 
 
Honest has been taking classes for the past year and states that she is not necessarily an A 
student but she is a B and C student. However she has had a few situations arise that have 
ended in her earning Fs in some courses. One example was a course during the Fall 
semester in which she had a C in for much of the term and anticipated earning an A or a 
B in but instead she missed the final presentation and earned an F. She was informed last 
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minute that she needed to go to court for a pending DCF case in which her four little ones 
(ages 3, 4, 6, & 7 year olds) were taken as well as her two older ones. Her children were 
taken from her for four days. The CPI stated that the children were home alone but this 
was not true. The judge ruled there was not sufficient evidence to take them and they 
gave them back. However, Honest was still shaken up by the whole thing crying a little as 
she told the story, “…And it’s no explanation, no nothin’ [crying]. It was nothin’. It was 
like, ‘OK, give ‘em back to her.’ And I’m like, ‘Whoa. OK. This is how the system 
works, again.’ [crying and then laughs] So that’s why, and uh, and then I was just, and, 
and then I was just like emotionally frustrated. Talking to my teacher, or even doing 
anything was like, augh. You know. I don’t wanna explain. I didn’t really wanna make 
excuses, it was just like, augh. Forget it. I know this ended bad for me, but at the time I 
was just like, ‘OK, I don’t care.’ Augh, it’s just too much right now to worry about that 
too, so it was just---That’s how I ended up getting a F, and that dropped my GPA down.”   
 
Additionally she decided to take online classes for Spring because she was having a baby. 
Again she ran into some complications. Her boyfriend was cooking in her house and 
caused a fire. Her kitchen had to be repaired to fix the smoke damage and the smoke may 
have also caused problems with her computer because it began to act up right after the 
fire. She did not have a babysitter and so she attempted to bring her 2 week old with her 
to the library, computer, and math labs but all of them said she could not bring her baby 
in. She noted that if she went to a public library children are allowed unlike the facilities 
on campus. She believes the community college should have a day care and/or an area 
where children are allowed. She also noted some things have to be completed on campus 
which creates an additional barrier.  
 
Honest began college at a for profit unaccredited university. She was young and did not 
understand how higher education worked. Now she sees the difference, “I was really 
blind into it. But now, being older, I know the, the difference, they were, they were 
robbing me, really.” She has paid off her student loan but was informed by the current 
community college that she was not eligible for another student loan. She was 
disappointed because she wanted it really badly but she thinks it was good that the school 
does not want her to be in debt.  
 
Jill 
 
Jill aged out of the Florida foster care system. She has successfully appealed to have her 
financial aid reinstated but she still is not meeting their criteria so she was placed into this 
category. Because her first few years were very challenging she may never be able to 
meet the criteria successfully without financial aid making an exception due to her 
exceptional circumstances. During her first year she earned a .4 GPA.  
 
Her first year in community college she was struggling with figuring out how to be an 
adult without many supports or safety nets in place. She also notes because of past bad 
experiences, she did not utilize the case management services available to her. During her 
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first year she also took her former foster brother in so he did not have to go back into 
foster care (and others were spoken about generally staying with her for periods of time 
or needing her assistance) in addition to getting into a car accident. After getting into her 
car accident she was taking the bus for almost three hours to get to campus, followed by a 
two hour ride to work, and then a two hour ride home (this was in a different city from 
where she lives now). She was also stressed feeling that she had to care for others she 
took in and was still not sure how to take care of herself.  
 
Ultimately she became homeless. She coach surfed, lived at bus stations, and slept in her 
car. Sometimes she slept at the community college campus because the bus did not run 
early enough to make it on time. However, she often was very scared and could not really 
sleep so she would sleep in class. She also had her first bout of Bell’s Palsy during this 
time. She continued to take classes the entire time (about a four year period). Jill looked 
at her transcript the other day and saw that she had failed, withdrawn or received a D in 
31 classes during her attendance at three different community colleges. Having her 
financial aid appeal approved seemed to strengthen her connection to the community 
college, “I was like oh my god I don’t think this is gonna work, and they’re gonna be like 
she’s just a slacker, she doesn’t, you know, and then I got approved!...And I was just like 
aww!”  
 
Jill currently lives in a supportive community for youth who have aged out of foster care 
or have dealt with homelessness. She has found a support network and family there that 
assist her in being successful. She currently works 65 hours per week and took three 
classes last semester earning A’s and B’s. She feels like she has a handle on the work and 
school balance now. She also works with an advocacy group and speaks to legislators and 
CEOs about the problems in the foster care system. She is in her graduating semester and 
assuming she is accepted she will transfer to the local state university to continue to work 
on her BSW with her ultimate goal of becoming Secretary of DCF in Florida.  
 
Lucky Lawrence 
 
Lucky takes 3-4 classes a semester and has consistently failed or withdrawn from at least 
one class each semester. She explained she is struggling with math specifically, “Yes 
[exhales], it’s math…It’s always math, so…” Yet with a different environment she has 
passed math. She reflected, “I know I’m not that well at math, but when I was in high 
school I never failed it because I never had to have a job and I had transportation…So, 
it’s more of the time, I just need more time to do it…” She had a bad experience in the 
math lab and has not been back since.  
 
Lucky speaks Creole in her home with her mother and finds it challenging to sometimes 
maneuver from the house language to English in the classroom. Her mother encourages 
her to remain fluent in two languages to make herself more marketable when she looks 
for a job later. She was working full-time because the employer was not hiring part-time. 
She would take classes at 8am until the afternoon and then work until sometimes 1am. 
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Because she and her mom share a car, sometimes this meant her mom had to take the bus. 
She was helping to pay for the household bills so her mom would not have to work two 
jobs again. Now, since she has fallen behind in school, her mom told her to quit her job 
and just focus on school. She stated she might get a part-time job later.   
 
Lucky believes there are many problems with the educational system. She attributes 
passing high school to her mom and her second mom, an English teacher she had in high 
school. The teacher sat her down and told her the decisions she was making today will 
affect her future. The teacher also checked in with her when she was not her teacher any 
more to see how she was doing. Lucky stated without her she would have become a 
statistic.  
 
Cecilie Johnson 
 
Cecilie began college at a for-profit accredited university locally. She liked the institution 
because the courses were ten weeks long and it was small offering individual attention. 
However when she saw the amount of money she had in loans, she did some research and 
saw how inexpensive the community college was. She switched over at that point to save 
money but would have preferred to stay at the for profit school. Her credits did not 
transfer because they are upper division courses that she does not need for her Associates 
in Nursing.  
 
Cecile is a nursing major and took Anatomy and Physiology previously and earned a D. 
She decided to retake it with the same instructor a second time. However, Cecilie’s six 
year old son has severe eczema. She stated she is always with him at the doctor. She also 
was evicted and was forced to take an overnight job. This meant that she missed more 
than the two allotted absences in the course. She was expecting to earn an A and was hurt 
to see the F. She stated that it was her fault for not printing the syllabus but she also 
thinks attendance should not be mandatory. She stated the school encourages students to 
make a friend and find out about missed work through them. She did that and she 
overcame all of these obstacles still trying to successfully complete her course, but, “I 
feel like that was just not acknowledged at all.” She will now have to pay out of state fees 
to take the course a third time. Cecilie was very upset about this grade and the issue of 
attendance. Much of her interview focused on or came back to these issues.  
 
Her son’s father went to prison and he was her support system so she had to stop 
attending college for a year while she got a job and worked. She never considered no 
longer attending school, only taking the time she needed to get situated. She completed a 
CNA training for free through workforce alliance and worked recently in this type of 
position but just quit because of personal differences with another employee.  
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Shelly 
 
Shelly had her daughter with her during our interview. Shelly began at the community 
college unsure what to major in or what she wanted to do. Her parents only completed 
schooling through the 6th grade. Her older sister had moved out of state to attend a 
university and although Shelly describes herself as an independent person, she did 
eventually speak with her sister who recommended she complete her general education 
classes towards he AA. She stopped attending school due to depression for about a year.  
When she returned, Shelly completed the surgical technology program at the community 
college which is one and a half years technical program. She was able to have the 
program paid for by Workforce One as a part of the federal stimulus package. However 
she has been unable to get a job since most require 2 years experience in addition to the 
certificate. She is currently working with Workforce to obtain on the job training because 
she does not want to waste the certificate she earned. She lives at home with her parents 
and does not have to contribute to household bills. She just has to pay for her schooling. 
She does babysit and also sells things on eBay. She described her eBay work, “how they 
call it now, ‘hustler.’ [chuckles].”  
 
Initially Shelly was not receiving financial aid and was paying out of pocket for her 
classes. She did not want to end up like so many others she saw in debt and still unable to 
find a job so she would take one or two classes at a time and pay as she went. When she 
turned 24 she became independent and qualified for the Pell Grant.  
 
Because Shelly liked the surgical tech program she has decided to major in Chemistry. 
She primarily has to take her prerequisites and electives to complete her AA degree. 
Shelly has been doing well in her courses but because she has completed a certificate and 
is now completing her AA degree she has exceeded the 150% rule.  
 
Jamunji Vick  
 
Jamunji was involved with the foster care system. He does not have a case worker and he 
did the admissions process on his own. He is currently able to have his tuition waived 
because of his involvement in the foster care system. He was behind in high school but 
earned his GED when he was about 19 and began attending the community college. He 
was unable to continue taking classes because he became incarcerated. He has recently 
begun attending again. He did not pass a math class in the Winter term and he thought he 
dropped a computer literacy class but he did not so all of these events have lowered his 
completion rate leaving him ineligible to receive the Pell Grant. Prior to the recent events 
he had a 3.something GPA and now it is a 2.26.  
 
He takes the bus and this has caused some issues for him. He notes even when he takes 
the early bus this can be an issue. For instance one time something was happening with 
the police that caused a section of the road to be blocked off and the bus had to be 
completely rerouted.  
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He lives with his two brothers right now and they share living expenses. He works part-
time at a car wash place. They are flexible with his schedule but he does not like it. He is 
not sure if he can stay living with his brother for two years while he finished school and 
he also sees he could have more things if he worked full-time, like a car and his own 
place. He is considering working fulltime. He is the only person in his social circle who is 
attending school.  
 
He was initially told he was eligible for financial aid and that checks would be mailed out 
in the next week. His mailbox is not secured and so he was watching the mailbox and 
also enlisted the help of his brothers to watch the mailbox. When he went back to 
financial aid they informed him he was not eligible and that he needed to create an 
academic plan with an advisor.  
 
He believes he would be better served by an academic support group who he could go to 
with questions about assignments and projects rather than more money. He believes it 
would be more valuable than money.  
 
Ashley Moore 
 
Ashley was very animated and talkative during her interview. The interview occasionally 
took some twists and turns as Ashley generously appeared to share whatever came to 
mind.  
 
Ashley graduated high school technically at the end of her junior year but was able to 
then do early admissions which allowed her to attend the community college for free 
during her senior year and begin to accumulate credits. She also took AP courses in 
which she earned credits as well. She stated that graduating with her AA degree will 
symbolize more than just earning a degree. It will also signify her independence and 
making it through on her own. She has attempted 52 hours and earned 27 credits.  
 
Her father has an AA degree and her mother has a bachelor’s. Her parents have moved 
out of state and she sometimes stays with her grandmother but more commonly stays 
with friends. She stated that her family does not understand her and “they think I’m just 
drama. Or like there was one point where they thought I was like a drug addict because of 
like the way that I would express myself.” When asked directly about drug use, Ashley 
stated she has used drugs and she could see how people would get caught up in three day 
binges and using it daily but that she has not. Ashley had a car and was living with her 
grandmother but at the beginning of the summer semester her parents took her car away 
and she had to move out of her grandmother’s house which caused her to miss the first 
two days of classes.  
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Ashley utilized the free counseling services that are offered to community college 
students offsite and found them helpful. She thought it “sucked” that they were off 
campus but she thought the school did it that way to keep it private for students.  
 
She currently works part-time for a family friend assisting with the friend’s online social 
media content. She uses Florida Prepaid, her Pell Grant, and student loans to pay for her 
classes, books, and living expenses. When she raises her GPA she wants to get a student 
loan to purchase a car.  
 
School has been the one constant in Ashley’s life as many things have shifted including 
friends, family, drugs (which she again clarified are no longer in her life), and her home. 
Ashley spoke a great deal about the change she is experiencing from being a teenager to 
being an adult and on her own. Ashley made an interesting comparison, “You need to get 
through this. I mean, to say that you have a two-year degree, or a bachelor, I mean-You 
carry that the rest of your life…Just like you carry a criminal record. [laughs] So-It’s 
important. [laughs].”  
 
Gordon Rainsey 
 
Gordon initially applied to some of the state universities in Florida but was not accepted. 
He wants to eventually transfer to one of those schools or maybe even out of state in 
order to reach his ultimate goal of entering the NBA. He described basketball as the “only 
thing I’ve enjoyed in my life.” He had not spoken with anyone about playing basketball 
in college at the time of the interview. He spoke about his dream of being in the NBA 
throughout the interview.  
 
Gordon stated he had some trouble in some classes during this past year which was his 
first year in college. His psychology teacher did not reinforce the homework assignments 
in class so he did not think he had to do any. He realized when he went online to take his 
test that he had missed 10 homework assignments and then was not able to catch up so he 
failed the class. His English teacher had a foot injury and so a substitute teacher was 
assigned to the course. He was unable to understand what the new teacher wanted from 
him so he dropped the class and he also had an issue understanding the way his math 
teacher taught so he also dropped that class. He was taking fulltime classes and decided 
not to work for his freshman year so he could focus on adjusting to college.  
 
During the interview, I tried to draw out specific things that Gordon will do differently 
but it was a little challenging. At points it felt more like he was saying maybe what he 
thought were the right answers generally. He mentioned maybe making a study schedule 
for himself including breaks, but primarily he would state that he would stop slacking off 
and stop playing basketball. I still felt a little unclear what he would be doing to find 
more success. He was not sure how other people stay motivated and are successful in 
school.  
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His brother was with him on campus and he asked if his brother could come in for the 
interview. Because of the research protocol, I stated he could not and the brother agreed 
to wait outside while we conducted the interview. It sounded like both his mother and 
brother are very encouraging of his schooling. He described his mother as, “if she sees 
me not doing certain things, she would do it herself for me because she’s, really wants me 
to succeed that bad.” His mother has a college degree (bachelor’s) and so does his brother 
(unsure what level) but his sister recently stopped attending college.  
 
He was working for a time in the summer but left the job due to personal conflicts at the 
job. In the past, he has given his mom money when she asks to contribute to household 
bills. He stated he is looking for a job right now and he would like to help out his mom 
with the bills without her asking although in the past he typically has only given her 
money when she requested it to help with bills.  
 
His mom told him to hang with the students who sit in the front of the classroom and to 
stay on track. When asked if he has done that, he stated he has “done that halfway.” He 
has changed some of his friends but he used to hang out with people who were not 
helping him move forward. He stated friends, distractions, and clubbin’ can all get in the 
way of being successful. All of his friends that he hangs out with also attend the 
community college. He has tried to do homework with friends and it has worked a few 
times, but sometimes they all do not understand their work and so they will give into one 
of the other distractions like video games. He describes himself as a procrastinator and a 
“very lazy person.”  
 
Shannon  
 
Shannon is a twin and she did well in high school but her twin did not. Shannon decided 
to stay home to be near her family. Shannon had a baby and she and her sister grew apart. 
Shannon took a break from school for about three years. Shannon stated her husband is 
Palestinian and he believes in work not school which hindered her from returning to 
school. However his youngest sister wants to be a nurse and he has agreed to help her so 
Shannon saw this as her chance and was able to return to college.  
 
Shannon previously earned A’s and B’s in her classes but stopped attending the first time 
because she met her husband and he encouraged her to stop attending and skip her finals 
in order to go on a road trip with him. She took most of her finals but one and did stop 
attending. Now she is taking nursing prerequisite courses and had a ‘panic attack.’ Her 
advisor and the dean assisted her in a counseling assessment but she did not like the 
counselors at the outsourced counseling center so she received counseling from a county 
clinic instead. Her county counselor appears to have been a positive influence on her 
generally and also a supporter of her completing her education. She was told by her 
advisor that she could petition for a refund for the semester since she was sick but she 
was not told she had to withdrawal from classes. By the time she went to complete the 
petition, it was too late.  
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She is trying to be successful in school to serve as an example for her twin sister, her 
husband, and her extended family. Both of her parents did not attend college.  
 
Shannon has a car now but she did not for a while and was taking the bus. She believed 
this contributed to her ‘panic attack.’ She would be late and was trying to be strong but 
she would be written up at work for being late. Now that people know more about 
everything she is dealing with, people have been apologetic and more understanding.  
 
Lisa 
 
Lisa looked at and attended orientations at a number of universities locally and even a 
few distant schools including one that was out of state. Ultimately she decided to stay 
home to attend school because she wanted to stay close to her family since they were 
going through “a lot of family problems.” Both of her parents did not attend college.  
 
She is currently having an issue with financial aid because of her low GPA. She attributes 
the classes she failed to family related problems including the death of her step 
grandfather and her grandmother has cancer. She also does not believe that she should 
have failed an American History class because she completed all of the assignments and 
earned a B on the exam. She has been unable to successfully reach the professor and she 
feels like the history department who she went to speak with on the advice of her advisor, 
has blown her off.  
 
Lisa has two part-time jobs that essentially equal a full-time work schedule and she works 
every day. Her parents are supportive of her schooling and if she needs to quit a job to 
focus on school, the family will do what they need to in order to make that happen. She 
thinks she has figured out what she needs to do now to balance school and work. She is 
planning to have Mondays and Wednesdays solely dedicated for attending classes and 
completing her homework and the other days for work. She earned all B’s in the previous 
semester except for the one F which she is attempting to dispute, so overall her GPA was 
raised during the Winter semester.  
 
Abby 
 
Abby recently had two deaths in her family. She knew it was affecting her studies but she 
did not want to drop the classes because of financial aid, yet she ended up failing which 
affected her financial aid anyway. Her mom also had a mastectomy within the last year. 
Abby is 20 years old and had to take care of her sisters (8 and 9 years old) and the house 
while her mother was sick and also working overtime in order to pay for the house bills. 
Abby did not speak with her professors about her situation because she understands they 
need to do what they need to do. Abby is the first generation to finish high school and to 
attend college. Abby’s mom is proud that she is in college and Abby does not speak with 
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her dad. Her mom does not know that Abby is not doing well in school right now and 
Abby does not want to tell her.  
 
Abby wants to set an example for her sisters and also to complete college so she can 
provide for her mother. She views her mother as having gone through so much to provide 
this opportunity for her including emigrating from Cuba. She describes her brother as a 
lost cause. She does not believe he graduated high school and he is not attending college 
but she did assist him in getting a job where she works. Her sisters call her mom. She 
does not like this but she is the one who gets them up and ready for school. Her mother is 
working now but Abby lets her sleep in to make sure she gets enough rest.  
Her day includes dropping everyone off at school and work in her car then going to 
school herself. After school she sometimes goes to work herself or picks up her mom 
who then drops her off at work. She typically begins her day at 5am and ends it at 11pm 
or midnight. She does not have a computer at the house because the internet would be 
one more bill for her to pay. She tries to do her homework at work during her 30 and 15 
minute breaks. She does it in “bits and pieces.” When asked what would make her life 
easier, she responded an extra two or three hours in the day. She has been called an “old 
lady” because she has always been responsible since she was little and has been carrying 
a bit burden. She definitely spoke in a way that I needed to remind myself that she was 
only 20 years old.  
 
Lola White 
 
 Lola was living in her own apartment that her dad was paying for but had to move in 
with her mother during the semester and then due to additional financial troubles she and 
her mother had to move again within the same semester. Lola stated she tried not to let 
this affect her studies but it did during the summer semester. She currently described her 
living arrangements as a “full house” as she is living with her mom, aunt, brother, and 
two cousins in a two bedroom apartment. She has a hard time finding a quiet space in the 
house to study.  
 
She also dropped two classes during the winter because she did not like the class or the 
teacher and because she did not realize how it would affect her financial aid. Neither of 
her parents went to school in the US. Her father did complete medical school in Moscow 
and Lola stated she is not close with her mother like that to know if she completed any 
college or not. She feels like her parents do not care about her attending college. Her 
father works as an entrepreneur in Moscow and he would prefer it if Lola earned her real 
estate license. Her mother has encouraged her to go to beauty school or to sell health 
products instead of going to college. She feels like her advisors have assisted her in 
making progress towards her educational goals but she is still unsure of her major and 
feels a bit lost in college. She has not found it easy to make friends either. She thinks her 
life would be easier right now if she were attending a university.  
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Lola recently was hired as a hostess at a night club and has some concerns about the 
hours conflicting with her classes since the job will be overnight.  
 
Maria Anderson  
 
Maria’s parents are Haitian and they wanted her to go to college. She joked that people 
think she is grown but she essentially does what her parents tell her to do. She would 
prefer to be at a university but due to her motivation and grades she decided to attend the 
community college for a year and then transfer. She has been taking classes on and off 
due to circumstances outside of college. Her father is out of work and her mother is a 
hairdresser in her own shop. Maria has been trying to assist with keeping up the shop 
maintaining the house, and she also works as a manager in a retail shop to help the 
family.  
 
She initially would take four classes constituting full-time study but recently she has been 
taking one or two classes when she can. She believes her parents support her education 
and love her but they also may view her obtaining an education as a way to get “out of 
the hood.” She sees her parents as torn in a way wanting her to do good but also wanting 
her to have more money. Maria tries to also make time for fun but her parents push 
school and work. Her older brother and younger sister are both away at colleges and she 
describes herself as the middle child “trying to hold things together.”  
 
She volunteers as a step coach at her previous high school and she is also a member in a 
dance group. She needs more time to study in order to make progress towards her 
educational goals. She is feeling the pressure to complete her degree. She is not within 
the two year timeline and brought up the pressure she feels to get out multiple times 
throughout the interview. She was interested in obtaining a mentor to assist her in her 
educational journey.   
 
Ashli 
 
Ashli realized as she finished high school that because of her grades she would not get 
into a university. Her sister was a student at the same community college previously. Her 
sister stopped attending college for a period of time, returned to the community college to 
finish, then transferred to the local state university. Her brother just enrolled at the 
community college during the summer semester. Her parents did not attend college. Ashli 
had to take a semester off of school which she hated to do but she had to because of work 
and house responsibilities. She now will need to delay returning to school because she 
just learned she will have to pay out of pocket for her classes. Ashli stated her family 
would understand if she can no longer help with the bills at the house but she said they 
would prefer she help out and if she can she does it. Her brother has never had a job and 
her parents are happy that he is going to school after taking a year off. She did not see 
gender as playing a role in things.  
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She has worked since her sophomore year in high school and although she knows school 
should be her first priority but work truly is. Previously she had a more flexible job when 
she worked at the mall but now she is working as a property manager and works about 
35-40 hours a week. She eventually wants to make school her priority rather than work. 
She stated she is currently living paycheck to paycheck which makes it challenging to get 
out of that cycle and modify her priorities.  
 
Currently Ashli lives with her parents, her brother, her sister, her sister’s boyfriend and 
her nephew. She stated they each have their own space and room within the house. She 
also takes care of her nephews and nieces, including the nephew who lives with her.   
 
Ben Bigsby 
 
Ben began at the school in the Fall. He took four classes and failed two. He then took 
three, seeing that four did not work, and passed all three but it was not enough to bring 
his GPA back into compliance. He did not retake any of the classes he failed. He feels 
confused because his GPA went up from the first semester [school runs SAP reports 
annually]. He failed an online math class and an in-class Spanish class. The Spanish was 
challenging for him. The math was as well but the way it was set up he was not finishing 
sections which held him up from other sections and finally he kind of gave up.  
 
Ben described himself as working part-time at about 35 or 30 hours a week as a bagger at 
a grocery store. He lives at home with his parents and younger brother. He pays for all of 
his own experiences, including medical insurance and phone, and also pays for some of 
the bills in the house as his form of rent. He currently takes the bus and described it as, 
“not that bad, not as bad as everyone says.” He has two potential stops with the bus in 
order to avoid an issue when they are late, one just means he needs to walk a little further.  
 
His parents did not attend college but they try to help Ben out by sharing things they hear 
about how college works from other people and on the internet. He thinks he could have 
thought more about how the online math class would work and if he would not have 
taken four classes in his first semester that might have helped him get off to a better start. 
When talking about a strict computer professor, he stated he was not sure if that was how 
that professor worked or how college worked. There appeared to be confusion around 
how financial aid works and classes generally.  
 
Nothing came to mind when asked what would make his life easier.  
 
David Restrepo  
 
David chose the community college because it was less expensive and his family was 
struggling with money. He was working full-time and attending school full-time. He had 
to work a lot in order to assist his family. He stated he is typically a good student. He has 
switched to a part-time job now in order to be able to focus on getting better grades. His 
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job at a national truck rental company was physically draining. He would work from 
6:30am–noon and then come to class after moving trucks, cleaning trucks, and all in the 
south Florida heat. So when he came to class would almost be falling asleep. He thinks it 
would be better for him not to work at all and just focus on school but he knows that is 
not an option. He wonders if working on the weekends only and concentrating on school 
during the week might help but he reiterating a few times he would chose to focus solely 
on school if he could. Now that he found out he has to pay out of pocket, he is planning 
to get a new job so that he will be able to pay for school.     
 
Neither of his parents went to college in the US. His father did in Colombia and was an 
architect there. However his credentials are not recognized in the US so he also works a 
physically demanding job at a national shipping company. His parents are generally 
supportive of his schooling and encourage him to go to school. But Ben would find it 
more helpful if they were aware of his grades and getting him a tutor.  
 
Dutchess  
 
Dutchess began college right after high school but technically obtained her GED. She 
decided to go to college because, “I was always told that after you graduate form high 
school you always have to go to college, um become better than what people tell you you 
are or anything like that.” She did consider the local state university but was “always told 
that I should always go to community college first and then transfer on to a university.” 
Her parents did not attend college.  
 
Classes were going well for Dutchess until she began to have family issues. Her family 
found out that she is a lesbian and they were not happy about it. She was not able to focus 
on her classes and so she failed three of the four. Additionally, when it came time to file 
for financial aid again the family would not provide her with their information. She 
currently lives with her partner and describes herself as always having to do things on her 
own. Her partner faced similar issues with her family so the pair have been there for one 
another encouraging and supporting one another.  
 
When she was having the family issues, she left the community college and attended a for 
profit technical beauty school. She was able to receive financial aid there and the entire 
program was $9,000. She now is returning to the community college to complete her AA 
and ultimately wants to own her own salon/spa. It will be a struggle for her to pay out of 
pocket though and she may have to take one class at a time to raise her GPA to reinstate 
her financial aid. Once she has her financial aid, she is planning to work fulltime as she 
attends the community college fulltime but she does not think this will be a problem 
because she is used to working more than she should. She has been working two jobs and 
only sleeping about 4–5 hours a night most recently. She stated she is excited to get back 
into classes at the community college.  
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Herb Peters 
 
Herb attended a private high school and was accepted into other universities in Florida 
but decided to stay home and save up money by attending the community college and 
avoiding having to take out loans. He regrets his decision. He initially was a nursing 
major and was given a full course load for his first semester including a chemistry for 
nursing (which he described as a chemistry that was for people already in the nursing 
program). He withdrew from the chemistry and passed his other courses but then had to 
pay back the money for that course and lost his scholarship. In the winter term he also 
withdrew from at least one class and has to pay the money back for that and consequently 
has also lost his Pell Grant. He realized there was an issue the second time because he 
was frozen out of his student account. He had spoken with financial aid previously and 
was told it was ok to drop classes but was provided with the wrong dates. He was 
frustrated with the process and the school. He views the community college as being very 
unorganized.   
 
His mother went to college but it was pre-internet and so he has been figuring out the 
college process on his own primarily. He is not sure if it is because of the high school that 
he attended but generally he finds the classes really easy. So easy, that “it causes me to 
slack off a bit.” He dropped his college algebra class as well because the teacher was 
trying to teach ‘his way.’ Herb was in calculus in high school and he did not think he 
should have had trouble with math. His grandmother is a doctor and she helped he and 
his mom pay for his private high school.  
 
He has recently been hired to work about 30 hours a week at a local chain grocery store 
in order to pay off his school debt. He is also a mixed martial artist who is earning his 
pro-card soon. He is hoping to make a career out of his fighting but he wants a degree to 
fall back on.  
 
Franco 
 
Franco’s parents went to college in Peru but not in the US. He knew he was going to 
college when he graduated high school because his parents put so much effort into 
bringing him and his siblings to the US and he wanted to make them proud. He wanted to 
attend the community college because he wants to stay near his friends and family. He 
plans to attend the local state university as well. Franco was living on his own for a while 
but was laid off so he moved back home with his mom. His father also lives locally. Hi 
oldest sister attended college for three years but then stopped attending when she got 
pregnant. His middle sister dropped out of high school and is a “lost cause.”  
 
His mom does not work currently and owns her own apartment. Franco does not need to 
pay rent, but because his mom is not working he pays for the community association fee, 
electric, water, internet, plus his own expenses. He says his mom wants him to do it all 
work full-time and go to school full-time and he wants to as well but he stated it is too 
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much for him. His mom has done everything for him so he feels like he needs to do more 
for her. She has been unemployed for about 2–3 months, but she makes money from 
loaning money to undocumented individuals and cleans a few offices to also make 
money. Franco suspects she is not really looking for more stable employment since she 
sees him paying for everything at the house. When he was not working his first year, 
Franco stated he had better grades and did well in school.  
 
Franco has not been passing classes and withdrawing from classes due to his work. He 
stated he has to make a decision between school and work and he thinks eventually he 
will have to “stick to school and work less.” He is a waiter and has been working between 
40-50 hours a week. The managers depend on him when they are not there to be in charge 
because he knows a lot at the job and they are “never there.” He is going to cut his hours 
to 30 maximum which he should be able to do now that he is living at home with his 
mom because his living expenses are less.   
 
He was also in a dance team. He continues to practice with the team but has not been 
engaging in the performances in order to create more time in his life. His partner is from 
Cuba and went to school there but his credentials are not acknowledged in the US. His 
partner works from 6am–10pm at night and Franco stated he has learned quickly it is all 
work, work, work, here in the US with no time for school.  
 
Madison Dixon  
 
Madison initially wanted to enter into the Air Force out of high school but exceeded the 
weight limits so she decided to go to college. She initially began as a nursing major but 
after doing some research online and thinking about it she decided if she was going to get 
her master’s in nursing, medical school would only be a few more years so she might as 
well change her major to being a doctor.  
 
She is the first in her household to go to college. Her mom did not go to college. Her aunt 
went to the same community college and assisted her with the admissions and financial 
aid processes. She chose the community college because she wanted to stay in the area.  
 
Madison has been struggling with math. Every math class she has taken (four levels) she 
has had to take twice. She is now on college algebra and she needs to retake it for a third 
time. When asked if she has ever been tested for a math learning disability, she stated she 
has not but a woman in the career center provided her with the information on where she 
could go to be tested and she is considering doing it.  
 
Madison has been working a fulltime job and also a part-time job while attending three to 
four classes in school, but she just stopped working now because of the issues with the 
math. Last semester she only took two classes but still did not pass the math. She is 
hoping quitting her jobs will help. Madison lives with her parents, two brothers, two 
sisters, and her niece. She now cares for her niece that lives with her from 8am–7pm at 
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least Monday through Friday and sometimes also Saturday with the exception of 
Thursdays when she comes to school. Now Madison is the only adult in the house not 
working and the family has one car. She has “to take everyone to work, pick everyone up, 
and watch my niece and come to school.”  
 
If she had a tutor to help her with all of her classes, her life would be easier and she 
“would be the happiest girl on Earth!”  	 	
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Appendix M Community College Student Juggle Model 
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Appendix N Motivation Descriptive Codes 
 
General 
 EMPOWER: PT: American 
 EMPOWER: PT: Courses 
 
Sources of motivation 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Debt 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Example 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Kids 
EMPOWER: Level1: Personal-Hard worker 
EMPOWER: Level1: Personal-Internal drive 
Education as an ultimatum 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Family 
D&D: EF:DEM: Work: Motivation 
EMPOWER: Passive-Employer 
EMPOWER: Pow-less: Work 
EMPOWER: Pow-less: Structural barriers 
  
Social network support 
D&D: EF:DEM: No Party 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Friends 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Partner 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Work-Co 
EMPOWER: Sharing-Partner 
  
Social network distraction 
D&D: EF:DIV: Party 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Friends 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Partner 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Why 
EMPOWER: STRENGTH: Needed-Relationships-ROM 
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Appendix O Responsibilities to Resources Ratio Descriptive Codes 
 
Family 
 
Tangible and emotional support 
D&D: EF:DEM: Housing 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Family 
EMPOWER: Sharing-Family 
 
Children 
D&D: EF:DEM: Childcare Formal 
D&D: EF:DEM: Childcare Informal 
D&D: EF:DEM: Zother 
D&D: EF:DIV: Childcare 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Children 
 
Romantic partners 
D&D: EF:DEM: Partner 
EMPOWER: Sharing-Partner 
 
Families unable to support  
D&D: EF:DIV: Death 
D&D: EF:DIV: Housing-Paying 
D&D: EF:DIV: Housing-Unhappy 
D&D: EF:DIV: Immigration 
D&D: EF:DIV: Money-Insuff 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Caregiver 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Doitall 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Responsibilities 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Translator 
 
Families as unsupportive  
D&D: EF:DIV: Housing-Homeless 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-Unsupportive 
EMPOWER: STRENGTH: Needed-Relationship-FAM 
EMPOWER: STRENGTH: Needed-Relationship-ROM 
 
Work 
 
Interfering  
D&D: EF:DIV: Work-Boss 
D&D: EF:DIV: Work-Good worker 
D&D: EF:DIV: Work-Interferes 
D&D: EF:DIV: Work-Slow progress 
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D&D: EF:DIV: Work-Tired 
EMPOWER: PT: Finances 
EMPOWER: Unequal-Employer 
 
Flexible  
D&D: CC:DEM: IF NEW: Zother 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Zother 
D&D: EF:DEM: Peeps: Work-Boss 
D&D: EF:DEM: Work: Flexible 
D&D: EF:DEM: Work: No interfere 
EMPOWER: Active-Employer 
EMPOWER: Sharing-Employer 
 
Unnecessary  
D&D: EF:DEM: Social Probs-NONE 
D&D: EF:DEM: Zother 
 
Transportation 
 
Transportation 
D&D: EF:DEM: Transportation: Car-Own 
D&D: EF:DEM: Transportation: Car-Shared 
D&D: EF:DEM: Transportation: Public 
D&D: EF:DIV: Crime-Neighborhood 
D&D: EF:DIV: Transportation-Car NO 
D&D: EF:DIV: Transportation-Car SHARE 
D&D: EF:DIV: Transportation-Car UNRELI 
D&D: EF:DIV: Transportation-Public LATE 
D&D: EF:DIV: Transportation-Public TIME 
 
Financial Aid 
 
Financial aid 
D&D: EF:DEM: Money: FA 
D&D: EF:DIV: Money-POP 
 EMPOWER: PI: FA 
 EMPOWER: PT: Finances 
 
Community college resources 
 
The community college as a resource 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: CC Culture laidback 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Extra supports 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Location 
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D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Low tuition 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Open door 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: SJ 2nd chance 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Stepping stone 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Student Life 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Want students to succeed 
D&D: CC:DEM: IF: Zother 
D&D: CC: IF NEW: None 
EMPOWER: Active-CC General 
 EMPOWER: Active-CC Professor 
 EMPOWER: Active-CC Staff 
 EMPOWER: Sharing-Admiss 
 EMPOWER: Sharing-Advisors 
 EMPOWER: Sharing-CC Staff 
 EMPOWER: Sharing-FA 
 EMPOWER: Sharing-Professors 
 
The community college as deficient in resources 
D&D: CC:DIV: IF: More with less 
D&D: CC:DIV: IF NEW: Childcare 
D&D: CC: IF NEW: Housing 
D&D: CC: IF NEW: Research 
D&D: CC: IF NEW: Social workers 
D&D: CC: IF NEW: Transportation 
D&D: CC: IF NEW: Zother 
D&D: CC: IF: Zother 
 EMPOWER: PI: CCs 
EMPOWER: PT: DYP 
 
Tug of war 
 
Struggle to make time 
D&D: EF:DEM: Time 
D&D: EF:DIV: Life 
D&D: EF:DIV: Social probs 
D&D: EF:DIV: Time 
 
Juggling priorities 
EMPOWER: Level1: Personal-Juggler 
EMPOWER: PT: Juggling 
EMPOWER: STRENGTH: NonTrad-Experience-JUGGLE 
 
Sacrificing sleep  
D&D: EF:DIV: Zother  
327	
	
Appendix P Informational Capital Descriptive Codes 
 
Self-taught 
D&D: EF:DEM: Ratemyprofessor 
D&D: EF:DIV: Peeps: Fam-First gen 
D&D: EF:DIV: Ratemyprofessor 
EMPOWER: Know:Informal: B-w schools 
EMPOWER: Know:Informal: Degree benefits 
EMPOWER: Know:Informal: Employ Opps 
EMPOWER: Know:Informal: Other govt  
EMPOWER: Know:Informal: Ratemyprofessor 
EMPOWER: Know:Informal: W-n school 
EMPOWER: Lessons-Own: Advice to Others 
EMPOWER: Lessons-Own: Change 
EMPOWER: PP: Avail Resources 
EMPOWER: PP: Others 
EMPOWER: PT: Double Check 
EMPOWER: Strength: Needed-Higher Ed-DIRECTION 
EMPOWER: STRENGTH: Needed-Higher Ed-RULES 
EMPOWER: STRENGTH: Needed-Higher Ed-WRONG 
 
Families as a source of informational capital 
EMPOWER: Lessons-Other: Advice-Informal 
EMPOWER: Lessons-Other: Watching-Others 
 
Social network as a source of informational capital  
EMPOWER: Lessons-Other: Advice-Informal 
EMPOWER: Lessons-Other: Watching-Others 
EMPOWER: Sharing-Students 
 
Staff as a source of informational capital  
D&D: CC:DEM: Peeps: Admin 
D&D: CC:DEM: Peeps: Admiss 
D&D: CC:DEM: Peeps: Advisors 
D&D: CC:DEM: Peeps: FA 
D&D: CC:DEM: Peeps: General 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: Admin 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: Admiss 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: Advisors 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: FA 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: General Paycheck 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: General Ignorant 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: Student Workers 
EMPOWER: Active-CC General 
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EMPOWER: Active-CC Staff 
EMPOWER: Lessons-Other: Advice-Formal 
EMPOWER: Passive-CC Staff 
EMPOWER: Sharing-Admiss 
EMPOWER: Sharing-Advisors 
EMPOWER: Sharing-CC Staff 
EMPOWER: Sharing-FA 
EMPOWER: Unequal-Advisors 
EMPOWER: Unequal-FA 
 
Professors as a source of informational capital 
D&D: CC:DEM: Peeps: Prof Avail 
D&D: CC:DEM: Peeps: Prof Engage 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: Prof Accent 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: Prof No Avail 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: Prof No Flexible 
D&D: CC:DIV: Peeps: Prof No Engage 
EMPOWER: Lessons-Other: Advice-Formal 
EMPOWER: Active-Professor 
EMPOWER: Passive-Professors 
EMPOWER: Sharing-Professors 
EMPOWER: Unequal-Professors 
 
The need to understand students 
D&D: CC:DIV: IF: Bureaucratic barriers 
D&D: CC:DIV: IF: Expensive 
D&D: CC:DIV: IF: Location 
EMPOWER: Level3: Political-FA 
EMPOWER: Level3: Political-Holistic 
EMPOWER: Level3: Political-Immigration Law 
EMPOWER: Level3: Political-Invest in Studs 
EMPOWER: Level3: Political-US K-12 
EMPOWER: Level3: Political-US Higher Ed 
EMPOWER: PI: Economy 
EMPOWER: PI: Environmental 
EMPOWER: PI: FA 
EMPOWER: PI: Immigration 
EMPOWER: PI: Isms 
EMPOWER: PI: K-12+ 
EMPOWER: Pow-less: Student 
EMPOWER: Pow-less: Structural barriers 
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